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ABSTRACT 
 
James Alexander McVey: Policing the Post-Racial: Visual Rhetorics of Racial Backlash 
(Under the direction of Eric King Watts) 
 
 
 Policing the Post-Racial examines the visual rhetorics of racial backlash that emerged in 
response to both the Obama administration and the Black Lives Matter movement. Policing the 
Post-Racial tracks the ways in which the post-racial, a unique conjunctural moment emerging 
around the election of President Barack Obama, became subject to a variety of rhetorical 
strategies of visual policing. Situated at the intersection of rhetorical studies and media studies, 
this dissertation enquires into the role that visual, digital, and surveillant media play in the 
technological and symbolic formation of racialized structures of policing. I engage with four 
primary case studies: the visual rhetoric of the Blue Lives Matter movement, the 2012 film End 
of Watch, pro-and-anti Obama memes, and photoshopped Black Lives Matter protest signs. 
Policing the Post-Racial studies how visual rhetorics of policing mobilize images of black 
bodies to constitute ambivalent economies of affective attachment which adapt white 
supremacist visual rhetorics to the discursive constraints of the post-racial era.  I argue that 
during the Obama administration, police officers became visual signifiers both of white 
sovereignty in decline and the reverse racism supposedly propagated by critics of police 
violence. Within visually saturated digital enclaves of white backlash, images and videos of 
police officers, critics of police, and victims of police violence, functioned as potent rhetorical 
resources for white audiences seeking to contain and police the threat of the post-racial.   
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CHAPTER 1 – POLICING THE POST-RACIAL 
 
Introduction 
 
 “Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to make something very clear. Blue Lives Matter in 
America” (Clarke). With these words, Sherriff David A. Clarke Jr. began his address at the 2016 
Republican National Convention. Adorned in his police dress uniform and faux military style 
buttons, Clarke received raucous applause for this line from the predominantly white audience in 
attendance, waving their “Make America Great Again” posters in uproarious approval.  To fulfill 
Donald J. Trump’s campaign promise to “Make America Great Again,” Clarke argued, America 
must first be made “Safe Again.” Clarke laid out a vision of an America led astray, an America 
“where many Americans increasingly have an uneasiness about the ability of their families to 
live safely in these troubling times.” Citing Dr. Martin Luther King Jr’s belief in “our 
inescapable network of mutuality,” Clarke opined about the rule of law as the fabric which binds 
all Americans, regardless of race, gender, or social status. This social fabric, Clarke argued, had 
been torn asunder by the antagonisms which had bubbled to the fore in the years leading up to 
that moment. Clarke lamented, “What we witnessed in Ferguson, in Baltimore, and Baton Rouge 
was a collapse of social order. So many of the actions of the Occupy movement and Black Lives 
Matter transcends peaceful protest, and violates the code of conduct we rely on. I call it anarchy” 
(Clarke, D.). What Donald Trump promised to restore was the American principle that “no group 
of people, despite the fervor with which they press forward their grievances, can claim privilege 
above the law.” Just months later, Donald Trump would be elected President of the United States 
on the back of a savvy (yet nefarious) social media campaign and a resurgent far-right wing of 
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the Republican party, animated, in part, by rhetorics of white grievance and victimization. The 
moment of post-racial transcendence heralded by the election of America’s first black president 
eight years previous had evaporated into an ether of white rage and resentment.  
  Clarke’s speech at the RNC condensed into around eight minutes the vertiginous 
dynamics of racial resentment that had been brewing for the past eight years. To the gleeful 
embrace of a lily-white audience, America’s most famous celebrity black sheriff, without ever 
referencing him by name, lambasted the reign of America’s first black president as a descent into 
“anarchy.” By privileging the fervor of racial grievances over the sanctity of law, Obama had 
enabled a “collapse of the social order” which resulted in the death of eight law enforcement 
officers, not to mention a generalized sense of anxiety by all Americans over the fact that the 
country had lost its way.  
 Clarke’s speech and the reaction to it on the part of those in the audience provides a 
compressed glimpse of a phenomenon that I call the policing of the post-racial. Policing the 
Post-Racial names the paradoxes of race and policing during the time period following the 
election of President Barack Obama, leading up to the election of President Donald Trump. The 
election of America’s first black president ushered in a media spectacle celebrating the supposed 
fall of America’s last great racial divide. Yet, throughout the years of the Obama presidency, 
America’s enduring legacy of racial antagonism would rear its ugly head time and time again. 
The rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, made visible through the growing power of social 
media and ubiquitous surveillance technology, forced America to bear witness to the deaths of 
untold numbers of black persons at the hands of police. While the Obama administration set to 
work expanding U.S. extrajudicial police violence against brown and black populations across 
the globe, for conservative publics at home, Obama himself was linked metonymically to a series 
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of racial threats. From the Black Lives Matter movement, to the “war on cops,” from Islamic 
terrorism, to “illegal immigration,” a variety of slippery metonymic connections condensed 
around the body of America’s first black president, becoming a metaphor for the decline of white 
American sovereignty and a highly visible icon of black tyranny run amuck. The same social 
media networks which Obama mobilized to victory in 2008, and which facilitated the rise of the 
Black Lives Matter movement in 2013, also enabled the rise of resurgent white publics like the 
Blue Lives Matter movement and the alt-right. Within visually saturated digital enclaves of white 
backlash, images and videos of police officers, critics of police, and victims of police violence, 
functioned as potent rhetorical resources for white audiences seeking to contain and police the 
anarchic threat of the post-racial.   
Policing the Post-Racial examines the visual rhetorics of racial backlash that emerged in 
response to both the Obama administration and the Black Lives Matter movement. Policing the 
Post-Racial tracks the ways in which the post-racial, a unique conjunctural moment emerging 
around the election of President Barack Obama, became subject to a variety of rhetorical 
strategies of policing. This project looks at the media spectacles surrounding the public crises 
over racialized police violence that emerged during the Obama presidency, the way the Black 
Lives Matter movement attempted to make visible issues of race and policing, and the way that 
these racial threats were themselves subject to acts of visual policing.  
Situated at the intersection of rhetorical studies and media studies, this project sees 
visuality – practices of seeing and being seen, dynamics of visibility and invisibility, and 
technologies of surveillance and counter-surveillance – as a rhetorically potent site for the public 
negotiation of race and policing. I inquire into the role that visual, digital, and surveillant media 
play in both the technological and symbolic formation of racialized structures of policing. 
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Policing, with its attendant practices of violence and technologies of surveillance, is productive 
of the conditions of mediation through which race is made legible. By inquiring into the 
technologically and symbolically mediated dynamics of policing, rhetorical and media scholars 
can better track the historical processes through which the labors of racial signification attach 
affective resonances to particular bodies. The study of the visual rhetoric and media of policing 
is thus uniquely important for understanding how certain populations are denied or granted 
ethical and political recognition as subjects in public life (Watts, Hearing the Hurt). Digital and 
visual media are central to the historical processes of rhetorical labor through which the moment 
of the post-racial became subject to intense practices of racialized policing.  
This dissertation is driven by two primary lines of inquiry. The first is about the rhetorical 
dynamics of race and policing and their relationship to the unique “post-racial” moment of the 
Obama presidency. This line of inquiry probes the paradoxes of an era marked by the supposed 
transcendence of racial antagonism symbolized by the Obama presidency and the increasing 
visibility of antiblack police practices. I ask: What aesthetic regimes, structures of feeling, and 
economies of trope are at work in this complex and seemingly contradictory conjuncture? What 
is the relationship amongst color-blindness, post-racialism, multiracialism, and white supremacy, 
and how is this relationship rhetorically articulated? What kinds of affective and rhetorical labor 
are involved in the constitution of reactionary white publics in response to the moment of the 
post-racial? How do historical processes of racialization, such as the enduring legacy of black 
enslavement and (non)emancipation, bear down ontologically and politically on the “newness” 
of the new media?   
The second line of inquiry draws these concerns into the orbit of the visual, treating the 
post-racial and its attendant crises of race, sovereignty and policing as a unique moment in the 
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history of visuality and a unique genre of visually mediated rhetoric. This line of inquiry asks 
questions such as: How do we explain the recalcitrance of racialized police practices in the face 
of the increasing visibility of police violence across a variety of new media and social media 
formats? What technological or rhetorical capacities are at work in the contemporary visual 
landscape of racialized policing? How might the expansion of both institutional and popular 
technologies of surveillance change public conversations about racialized police practices? In 
what ways are technologically mediated policing and surveillance practices productive of race as 
a visual field of knowledge and affect? What is the role of visual media in constitution white 
reactionary publics in the wake of the post-racial? In particular, how do white audiences produce 
and circulate images of black bodies to help rhetorically negotiate controversies about race and 
policing?  
The remainder of this chapter unfolds as such. First, I outline the conjunctural moment of 
the post-racial, looking at the compounding contradictions of race and policing which emerged in 
and around the time of the Obama presidency. Second, I situate my project within ongoing 
conversations about race, visuality, and policing occurring within rhetorical studies, media 
studies, and critical race studies. Third, I stake out the theoretical and methodological grounds 
for this dissertation, making the case for a methodological approach to studying the post-racial as 
a visual economy of trope. Finally, I preview the chapters and outline the main arguments made 
in each.  
Defining the post-racial 
 
Policing the Post-Racial names the rhetorical politics of racial backlash which emerged 
as a response to the unique conjunctural moment of the post-racial. What, therefore, do I mean 
when I refer to the post-racial conjuncture? Conjunctural analysis aims at demonstrating how 
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“problems and antagonisms… begin to come together,” through the “accumulation and 
condensation of different strands of contradiction” (Hay, 16). The idea of the conjuncture signals 
that something new is happening, that we are emerging into some sort of shift within the 
conditions of social articulation. However, the newness of the conjuncture does not mean that 
enduring social forces are absent within it. While the newness of this “conjunctural shift” is 
“multiply determined”, it is not without degrees of determination, as it articulates to “wider 
structures and historical developments” (Hall and Jefferson, xxix). John Clarke describes 
conjunctural analysis as a study of how compounding crises emerge out of differently weighted 
historical forces and social forms, “examining the multiple and potentially heterogeneous forces, 
tendencies and trajectories that are compressed or condensed into a particular moment” (383).  
My goal in this analysis is to show how the structuring force of race, with its relatively durable 
patterns of social arrangement, emerges in a complex historical situation that is both shaped by 
the durable social form of race and changes how race manifests according to particular historical 
conditions.  
Thinking post-racialism conjuncturally attempts to understand the unique patterns and 
complex contradictions involved in white supremacy and antiblackness’ emergence in the years 
following the election of Obama. Specifically, I argue that post-racialism rearticulates what 
Darrel Enck-Wanzer has called racial neoliberalism, marking a departure away from a color-
blind or racially transcendent discourses towards discourses that actively subsume racial 
difference within the projects of neoliberalism. Post-racialism’s simulacra of officially 
sanctioned diversification, embodied most emblematically in the election of the first black 
president of a nation born out of an engrained history of antiblack racism, produced two separate 
but related vectors of contradiction.  
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On the one hand, post-racialism articulates together class anxieties about crises of 
neoliberalism and racial anxieties about the loss of white American sovereignty. For reactionary 
white publics, this articulation prompts a wounded racial attachment to tropes of white 
victimization which compel further investment in affective economies of white supremacy and 
antiblackness. On the other hand, post-racialism filters progressive attachments to signifiers of 
Obama and the liberal multiculturalism he stands for through what Sexton calls “People-of-color 
blindness,” an updated configuration of color-blindness (“People-of-color blindness”). People-
of-color blindness fetishizes institutional diversity and affirms the gradual and inevitable 
“browning” of American society as evidence of the displacement of racial antagonism. These 
discourses tend to either view black struggles for equality as re-instantiations of an anachronistic 
monoracialism that should be rejected for upholding racial division, or, alternatively, 
analogically subsume black struggles for equality within multiracial, class-based coalitions that 
efface their radical critiques of the uniqueness of racial ordering.  
Post-racialism as a body of discourse is not entirely novel.  As Roopali Mukherjee notes, 
“Discourses of post-race in the contemporary moment share genetic codes” with “distant 
formulations” of post-racial rhetoric that emerged following moments of supposed racial 
transcendence such as the formal emancipation of blacks from enslavement, the post-colonial 
movements in the 1960’s and the institutionally sanctioned antiracisms that emerged through the 
political victories of the Civil Rights movement (47). Here, post-racialism builds off of the 
deeply engrained anti-racial commonsense that was solidified as a backlash to the revolutionary 
upheavals of the civil rights movement. The historical victories of the civil rights movement 
“incorporated civil rights reforms into the agenda of the political centre” and thus diversified 
“key dimensions of US nationalist ideology” (Mukherjee, 49). By conceiving of the civil rights 
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movement as a triumphant and fully accomplished task that put the last nail in the coffin of 
American racism, the color-blind logic of post-civil rights neoliberalism sees an emphasis on 
race in demands for equality as fundamentally anachronistic.  
One of the historical causes of the transition of color-blindness into post-racialism is the 
rise of the multiracial movement. Sexton compellingly demonstrates how the multiracial 
movement radicalized the purchase of neoliberal colorblindness while simultaneously 
forwarding alternative discourses of racial mixture, interracial intimacy, and multicultural 
diversity. The multi-racial movement and conservative reactionary movements against the legal 
remedies of the Civil Rights Movement both articulated a shared ideological space which saw 
the institutional advancements of blacks within democratic institutions as a hegemonic racial 
power bloc. Movements to redress antiblack racism in its specificity were thus labelled re-
instantiations of an anachronistic mono-racialism. The discourse of multiracialism rhetorically 
transforms studied critiques of racism into presumptive attacks on the anti-racist values of the 
civil rights movement, claiming that blacks are responsible for racism by stoking racial divisions 
that had already been settled by the triumphant narrative of the civil rights movement (Sexton, 
Amalgamation Schemes).  
The contradictions that emerge on this uneasy shared terrain between conservative racial 
retrenchment and progressive multiculturalism reached their apotheosis in the wake of Obama’s 
electoral victory. Despite the enormous challenge of running for office as a black man in a nation 
steeped in antiblackness, Obama was able to stitch together a multi-racial coalition of voters by 
suturing working class anxieties about the impending economic crisis to a diverse grassroots 
base of progressives energized by Obama’s hopeful rhetoric and the obvious racial metaphorical 
significance of his potential victory. Obama sold the American electorate on a program of 
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moderate neoliberal economic adjustments as a response to the deep-seated crises of 
neoliberalism and wealth inequality. Although Obama was able to make some substantive liberal 
reforms that moderately expanded social services like health care and pulled America out of the 
depths of recession, his administration’s tinkering with the coordinates of neoliberal economics 
did not address the deeper structural crises of neoliberalism responsible for the white working 
class anxieties which would inevitably merge with racial anxieties, creating a potent brew of 
racial resentment. 
For many conservative white publics, Obama was a metaphor for the decline of white 
American sovereignty, traditional values, hegemonic kinship structures, and American 
exceptionalism. KKK leader David Duke went so far as to call Obama a “visual aid” for 
convincing white Americans that they had lost control of their country (“White Supremacists See 
Hope…”). Conservative politicians and media outlets latched onto these racial resentments and 
mobilized them through a host of visual and digital media artifacts which depicted Obama as a 
racial threat (Enck-Wanzer). For white reactionaries who had long been resentful of affirmative 
action and federally mandated diversity programs, Obama became the ultimate icon of “an 
imaginary world of… ‘oppressive black power,’… not the oppression of blacks by others… but 
the oppression of others by blacks” (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes, 53). By occupying the 
highest levels of political power, Obama represented the spectre of brown and black tyranny. 
Obama became metonymically linked to terrorism through his name, brown skin, and a series of 
images depicting him as a terrorist (Enck-Wanzer). The conservative media ecology became 
flooded with images of Western values under attack by tyrannical Islamic regimes who engaged 
in gratuitous violence against Christians and other white western populations, and a (possibly 
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Muslim) President who was negligent to the threat of terrorism at best, and actively complicit in 
its spreading at worst. 
These racial anxieties became especially pernicious as they articulated to class anxieties 
prompted by neoliberalism’s dismantling of the social safety net. The welfare programs of the 
New Deal that neoliberal economic policies shuttered were themselves a form of affirmative 
action distributed disproportionately to poor white citizens in order to shield them from the 
impacts of capitalist crises (Katznelson). The white working class, now situated in an economic 
precarity from which they had long been shielded, experienced the ravages of de-
industrialization as the loss of a previously secure status for whites as socially mobile economic 
actors. This augmented a sense of victimage, and prompted the search for convenient scapegoats 
in simulacra of nonwhite advancement, such as the presence in media of prominent, wealthy, 
politically and culturally powerful black celebrities such as Oprah (Cloud), or the increased 
presence of non-white immigrants (many of whom were displaced and forced into migration by 
the same neoliberal trade policies that were ravaging the white working class).   
Officially sanctioned diversity measures and newly-hegemonic social norms against 
explicit racism, sexism, and homophobia that had evolved out of earlier struggles for equality, 
meant that challenges to racism usually manifested in neoliberal individualized practices such as 
proscriptions against racist speech. Changing technological dynamics such as ubiquitous 
surveillance technology and widespread availability of rapid data storage and transfer made it 
more difficult for evidence of racist behavior to stay hidden from the public eye. Add to this a 
viral economy driven, in part, by outrage, and a burgeoning progressive social media presence 
that would pounce on obvious instances of racist behavior, and we begin to see a recurrence of 
spectacles of anti-racist outrage filtered through remedies of individualistic redress.  This focus 
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on explicit racism substituted easy remedies of individual punishment and contrition for a 
substantive redress of structural racism. This is what Keith Feldman describes as the 
“privatization of race” inherent to the post-racial, which “lodges the question of racial animus 
within personal experiences of preference and choice, while hiving it off from structural and 
historical analysis, as well as state intervention” (6). The privatization of race through these viral 
economies of outrage also further facilitated white reactionaries to paint themselves as victims of 
tyrannical restrictions on free speech and a P.C. culture gone awry. It is no small irony that, at 
the same time that more blacks were being locked up by police in extraordinary numbers 
(Alexander), conservative commentators were increasingly enraged at the “P.C. police” who 
cropped up in social media at every sign of racial offense.  
A confluence of factors also worked to augment the social desirability of racialized 
policing and magnify the carceral violence against black life. Historically engrained tropological 
economies that linked blackness to criminality found new life through the manufactured failures 
of the war on drugs and the emergence of brown and black street gangs as economic 
organizations in the cities that had been ravaged by post-Civil Rights Movement white flight. 
These signifiers of racial criminality were magnified by the increasing media labor of policing 
(Gates). While police had always, to some degree, been involved in media work (Reeves and 
Packer), the advent of reality TV, especially “true crime” TV, saw police departments 
increasingly rely on the entertaining pleasures of the televisual medium to narrate their necessity 
in the face of impending social disorder caused by the spectre of racialized criminality (C. 
Wilson). Tough on crime police policies, along with the advent of the private prison industry, 
saw communities that had been blighted by neoliberalism’s structural adjustments increasingly 
turn to criminalization of black and brown folks for the purpose of revenue generation.  
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The Obama election brought these simmering contradictions to the forefront of American 
life. Obama became a metaphor par excellance of post-racialism (Watts, “Post-racial 
fantasies…”). “Obama” as trope displaced notions of older racial structures in both liberal and 
conservative discourses by functioning as a signifier of augmenting diversity and 
representational advancement. However, for white reactionary audiences in particular, Obama 
also became a signifier for the apex of black tyranny, now vested with the full powers of the 
Federal government and its surveillance apparatuses. These fears of a tyrannical racialized 
government eroding the sovereignty of white Americans deputized whites in an attempt to 
counter-act this perceived authoritarianism, sparking a surge in membership of right-wing 
militias and hate groups (Verney). 
At the same time, an increasingly visually saturated viral digital media environment and 
the increased capacity for image and video capture and circulation made the spectacle of police 
punishment more visible. Additionally, the reduced barriers to media production and circulation 
afforded by ubiquitous social media platforms and the increasing use of these social media 
platforms by oppressed racial groups provided new opportunities to document and expose 
racism. Using social media, the Black Lives Matter movement was able to set the agenda for 
mainstream media, demanding that mainstream news organizations pay attention to events like 
the killing of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland (Bonilla and Rosa). Obama was 
compelled by this progressive outpouring of energy to respond to the increased public scrutiny 
on police.  
Despite ultimately offering a balanced response to the police murder of black youth, the 
widespread consensus amongst Obama’s conservative critics was that he hated police, likely due 
in part to the metonymic linkage between blackness and a perceived anti-police radicalism 
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(Bump). The idea that Obama was waging a war on police became a commonplace trope 
circulating amongst conservative and white racist online publics. For many of these audiences, 
even Obama’s tepid recognition of the realities of racial police violence only further confirmed 
that Obama was a threat to the social order of the police which had long functioned to protect the 
sovereignty of whiteness in the American nation.  
In some ways, the virulent conservative hatred of Obama seems to have foreclosed the 
discursive space for leftist and anti-racist critiques of Obama. For example, Cornel West was 
widely rebuked when he issued critiques from the left of the Obama regime’s expansion of drone 
strikes and the war on terror (Dyson, Kilpatrick). For many progressives, there was a perceived 
need to defend Obama from racist attacks which may have precluded or deferred a more radical 
racial critique of Obama’s place within white supremacist power structures. This demonstrates 
how, as Jasmine Nichole Cobb argues, “The office of the president, a powerful extension of the 
US state, appropriate[s] black images and black citizenship over time, to suppress autonomous 
black freedom struggles and to promote less threatening racial narratives” (65). The post-racial 
was policed on both the left and the right, due to the complex and compounding contradictions of 
race which it brought to the fore. 
As is the case with any other post-ism, post-racialism contains the racialism it is 
supposedly moving beyond within itself. In contrast to the color-blind and race-denying 
discourses of racial neoliberalism, post-racial discourse is simultaneously a practice of racial 
recognition and racial disavowal. As Cobb writes, “Postracial fallacies use blackness to imagine 
racial equality, thereby maintaining black raciality as an outlying signifier and a barometer for 
US progress” (82). Post-racialism achieves many of the same political effects of color-blindness 
insofar as it shields ongoing structures of racialization from recognition and critique.  Yet, post-
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racialism also signals racial neoliberalism’s capacity to adapt to critiques of color-blindness 
emanating from myriad racialized positionalities. Post-racialism is, as Frankowski declares, “an 
umbrella term encapsulating how the politics of memory and racism and the aesthetics of racism 
and memory intersect” (xv) in ways which allow “black bodies” to remain “exploitable, 
projectable, and killable with impunity” (xiv). The neoliberal commonsense mantras of officially 
sanctioned diversity and multiculturalism, which were themselves institutional responses to the 
antagonistic demands of the black freedom struggle and decolonization movements, impose 
rhetorical constraints on the capacity for color-blind discourse to function as an open disavowal 
of the painfully obvious enduring social forms of race.  Those who respond to these constraints 
of the post-racial on both the left and the right do so by signaling the displacement and disavowal 
of racial antagonism through the very mechanisms which it elaborates racial diversity. 
Review of Literature 
 
This project is situated primarily at the intersection of rhetorical studies and media 
studies, but also draws from scholarship within cultural studies, critical race theory, surveillance 
studies, cultural criminology, and a loosely defined field of scholarship that I will call black 
visual studies. I aim to make two key interventions into and across these disciplinary 
conversations. First, I hope to show how the study of racialized visuality is enhanced by 
attending to the symbolic or representational dimensions of race, and to its historical, material, 
and technological conditions of possibility.  Second, I argue that any study of racialized visuality 
is incomplete without an understanding of how policing is paradigmatic to and productive of 
racial formation. That is to say, policing is not simply one mode of state violence and 
surveillance which extends the visual logics of race onto black and brown people, but is itself 
constitutive of the visual logics of white supremacy and antiblackness. Policing is not 
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epiphenomenal to racial formation, but rather is the substance of racial formation.  If, as many 
rhetorical scholars of race argue, race is constituted in and through rhetoric, policing must 
necessarily be understood as an intimately rhetorical enterprise.  
 The interventions that I will make require a careful analysis of how race has emerged as a 
problem for rhetorical studies, and how visual rhetoricians of race have concerned themselves 
with problems of representation. I then briefly discuss some of the pitfalls of the 
representationalist approach, a topic that will be revisited at length in the section on theory and 
method. In response to the limitations of the representationalist rhetorical literatures, I look at 
literature from the field of black visual studies and from interdisciplinary conversations about 
media and policing. I suggest that working at the intersections of representationalist visual 
rhetoric, black visual studies, and media studies might offer a productive way forward for 
thinking about the relationship between policing, media, and rhetoric.  
Racial Rhetorical Theory 
 
A number of scholars within the field of rhetorical studies have analyzed race as a 
problem of rhetoric, developing a body of scholarship that Lisa Flores calls “racial rhetorical 
criticism, or rhetorical criticism that is reflective about and engages the persistence of racial 
oppression, logics, voices, and bodies and that theorizes the very production of race as 
rhetorical” (5). Racial rhetorical criticism turns the theoretical and methodological tools of 
rhetorical studies toward the question of how the deadly fiction of race is enacted on bodies in 
meaningful ways, all while remaining vigilant against the unwitting reification of essentialist 
tropes of biological race. The conceptual toolbox of rhetorical studies provides scholars with a 
powerful arsenal for grappling with the social force of racism’s deadly fictions, what Ta-Nehisi 
Coates calls the “belief in the preeminence of hue and hair, the notion that these factors can 
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correctly organize a society and that they signify deeper attributes” (7). Racial rhetorical 
criticism helps explain the material life of racism’s deadly fiction, the way artificial concepts of 
biological difference come to construct real architectures of social difference in public life. 
To this end, rhetoricians concerned with racial inequality have variably theorized race as 
an effect of discourse, materiality, ideology, and affect. Kirt Wilson looked at W.E.B. Du Bois 
writings on double consciousness in order to offer a discursive theory of race that moves rhetoric 
“from a study of what race is to a study of what race means” (209). Celeste Condit’s modal 
materialism studies how racism functions through “arrangements of discursive matter as it flows 
through both biological bodies and other media,” arguing that understanding the racism in 
scientific discourses requires taking “account of the material effects of embodied discursive 
matter” (384). Kelly E. Happe offers a rhetorical theory of race as ideology, aiming to push 
rhetoric away from questions of the truth or falsity of racial science and towards an analysis of 
the “effects of discursive practices” that constitute the performance of race within a given “scene 
of address” (132). Joshua Gunn and Mark Lawrence McPhail emphasize the importance of 
psychoanalytic rhetorical theories of racialization, drawing on Henry Louis Gates’ concept of 
Signifying to interrogate audience’s unconscious and affective investments in whiteness. 
Whether they treat race as discursive or material, ideological or affective, in each instance 
rhetoricians situate race as intimately rhetorical, aiming to show how “race informs our political 
possibilities and limitations and our critical judgments” (Flores, 18). 
Visual Rhetoric and Representation 
 
The disciplinary sub-field of visual rhetoric has been especially influential in unpacking 
the rhetorical life of racial inequality. Much of extant visual rhetorical scholarship on race and 
racism is rooted in what could broadly be described as a “politics of representation” – examining 
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how negative images of non-white persons contribute to racism and how positive representations 
of non-white persons challenge racism.  The link between visuality and representation is so 
strong, the two concepts have come to be nearly synonymous in disciplinary discussions of 
visual rhetorical criticism about race. In a recent review article summarizing the state of the field 
of racial rhetorical criticism, Flores links sight/vision with representation, using the label “Seeing 
Race” to broadly describe rhetorical scholarship concerned with race’s “representational politics” 
(13). Such scholarship is concerned with how bodies of color are made excessively visible and 
how whiteness is made strategically invisible, examining how “racially marked bodies” function 
“as the carriers of racial difference and racial excess” (13). To do visual rhetorics of race, it 
seems, is to be concerned with how race is constructed and contested through visual 
representation.   
Representationalist criticisms tend to operate under a set of guiding assumptions: that 
negative, stereotypical, or dehumanizing images play an important historical role in otherizing 
specific racial groups, and that visual rhetorical criticism can help produce a better politics of 
representation by pointing towards preferable images of marginalized groups that help transform 
the negative meanings previously held by dominant groups. Racism persists, in these accounts, 
because of a discursive support system makes legible meanings of racial difference which 
rationalize violence against certain groups. Rhetorical scholars can intervene in racist practices, 
this line of reasoning goes, by debunking racial myths, showing their flawed logic, and paving 
the way for new representational practices that allow us to reimagine our social meanings of one 
another.  
Much valuable work has taken place in rhetorical studies under these guiding 
assumptions. Victoria Gallagher and Kenneth S. Zagacki’s study of Norman Rockwell’s civil 
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rights photography (2005) probed “the rhetorical complexities and ironies of visual 
representations of race” (182), by showing both how “the distribution of visual images helped 
create… [racist] caricatures… and thereby worked to mask oppressive power relationships 
within the culture,” and how Rockwell’s alternative “images make us recognizable to one 
another, providing the possibility of breaking out of the social realm of enforced norms and 
limited recognitions” (193). Elsewhere (2007) these authors have analyzed Civil Rights 
photography to interrogate “visibility as a rhetorical function of photographic images” (115). 
Looking at Civil Rights era photographs from Life Magazine, they argue that “Visual images like 
the Life photographs made visible the common humanity of Americans by interrogating 
established caricatures and overturning inferior, threatening, or otherwise demeaning character 
tropes” (121). Christine Harold and Kevin Michael DeLuca study how the circulation of images 
of Emmett Till’s brutalized body by black persons turned the visual representation of “black 
bodies at risk” into a “crucial rhetorical resource for transforming the meaning and treatment of 
black bodies at large” (265). Anjali Vats and L. Nishime offer “containment as a visual rhetorical 
concept to analyze [the] representations” of Karl Lagerfeld’s film Paris-Shanghai (442). Enck-
Wanzer studies how racialized representations work to “mark Obama as a threatening, 
uncivilized, racialized Other” (Enck-Wanzer 26). While far from a complete survey, these works 
demonstrate that visual rhetoricians have offered complex theorizations and robust critical 
analyses of how the politics of representation contribute to the rhetorical life of racial inequality.    
There are serious limitations, however, to visual rhetorics of race which begin and end at 
the question of representation.  Afro-pessimist scholar Frank B. Wilderson III voices skepticism 
at the idea that “there are representations that will make Black people safe, representations which 
will put us in danger, representations which will make us ideologically aware, and those which 
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will give us false consciousness” (Red, White & Black, 59). Wilderson argues that the 
assumptions of representationalist theory mistake the symptom of racist representations for the 
disease of racial violence. For Wilderson, representationalist theories incorrectly assume that 
racist representations, such as scientific discourses of racial difference or pathologizing images 
of black criminality, are themselves the cause of racialization and the driving force behind racial 
violence. Instead, Wilderson postulates, such representations merely constitute a post-hoc 
justificatory schema that attempts to compensate for an a-signifying attachment to an impossible 
racial fiction. No amount of debunking will reveal white supremacy’s “dark corner that, once 
brought to the light of reason, will unravel its system” (Wilderson, Red, White & Black, 84). This 
is because the “truth” of white supremacy and antiblackness “lies in the rituals that sustain its 
circuitous contentless logic; it is, in fact, nothing but its very practices” (Wilderson, Red, White 
& Black, 84). The social fiction of race is so deadly precisely because there is no hidden unicity, 
no unifying systemic logic or idea that undergirds the system of racial inequality. 
By imagining white supremacy and antiblackness as byproducts of racist regimes of 
representation, we imagine salvation from racism to reside in the emergence of new practices of 
representation, new modes of resistance, new ways of expressing black subjectivity or 
representing black people. For visual rhetorical scholars, this is expressed in the hope that images 
can function as “pedagogical tools” (Gallagher and Zagacki, Rockwell, 195), that images “work 
both to articulate and to shape public knowledge” (Gallagher and Zagacki, Rockwell, 178) and 
“contribute to an unfolding process of articulation and interaction that enables an ‘other’ to 
become known as a human being with specific and acceptable human traits and qualities” 
(Gallagher and Zagacki, Rockwell, 182). However, Gunn and McPhail warn us that racism 
“might best be seen not as a problem of persuasion, but of the psyche” (21). 
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Key questions are left out of the representational schema: What are the social conditions 
of mediation wherein these representations become persuasive? How does the material 
distribution of resources along racial lines enable or constrain the possibility of representational 
resistance? How do the uneven dynamics of racial representation emerge out of histories of 
violence and surveillance? Productive racial rhetorical criticism from visual rhetorical scholars 
may, in some instances, involve crafting new representations and exposing racist meaning-
making practices, but to adequately address the visual dimensions of racial formation, we must 
supplement representationalist theories with a deeper understanding of white supremacy’s 
unconscious affective grammars, its material histories of colonization and enslavement, and its 
mediated technologies of policing and surveillance. 
Black Visual Studies 
 
One body of literature that takes seriously these relations of visuality which exceed 
representation emerges from the field of black visual studies. The field of black visual studies 
makes an important intervention into the study of racial formation by demonstrating how visual 
signifiers of blackness become affectively charged through mediated processes of rhetorical 
labor, and how technologies of surveillance against black populations contribute to the rhetorical 
life of racism. Broadly conceived, the field of black visual studies is concerned with how 
structures of racial inequality are arranged through regimes of visuality. 
Visuality refers to the process through which the world is conceptualized, imagined, and 
made legible through techniques of seeing and practices of observation. Whereas vision refers to 
the distinct sensory perception of sight, visuality refers both to the perceptive input of physical 
sight and to a way of aestheticizing, spatializing, and arranging the world and the things and 
persons within it. Nicholas Mirzoeff describes visuality as a historically specific regime of 
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imagined social relations rooted in the legacy of colonization and enslavement. Visuality is, 
according to Mirzoeff, “a discursive practice that has material effects,” a system of intelligibility 
that makes “the processes of ‘history’ perceptible to authority” (3). Bradford Vivian similarly 
describes the visual as a “particular gaze produced by social, political, and ethical exigencies that 
condition relationships between subject and object, between spectator and visual phenomena” 
(481). This concept of visuality emphasizes the role of “visual practices,” such as the use of 
surveillance technology, the exchange and circulation of images, or the over-exposure of 
particular subjects in public space, in “reproduc[ing] asymmetrical power relations that delimit 
what can be seen, who can see it, and how one may understand it” (Vivian, 482). Racial 
formation involves visuality insofar as it divides subjects through acts of “classifying, separating, 
and aestheticizing” that produce bodies as racialized (Mirzoeff, 3-4). Visuality refers to a regime 
of knowledge and affect that make race publicly legible, and the technologies of surveillance that 
make that regime possible.  
Much of the work in black visual studies emerges out of what might be called the 
Fanonian moment, wherein Franz Fanon describes being interpolated by the hail of a young 
white boy who, upon seeing him, said “Look, A Negro!” Fanon famously describes this act of 
instant visual reckoning as the projection of an “epidermal racial schema” onto the black body – 
the conjunction of the sight of black skin, regimes of racialized knowledge, and affective 
impulses of hatred, fear, confusion, and fascination (Fanon, 92). Wilderson similarly argues that 
the epidermalization of black skin that occurred in the process of turning Africans into chattel is 
the enabling mechanism of modernity’s political ontology of white subjective capacity and black 
social death. “The visual field,” Wilderson writes, “is the cut, the mechanism that elaborates… 
slavery, the difference between the living and the dead” (36-37). 
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 Nicole R. Fleetwood builds upon Fanon’s account to show how the production of black 
visuality is dependent upon a complex and ambivalent schema of visibility. For Fleetwood, 
“Visibility implies the state of being able to be seen, while visualization refers to the mediation of 
the field of vision and the production of visual objects/beings” (Kindle 351). The visualization of 
blackness involves the ambivalent relationship between black hypervisibility and black 
invisibility. “Hypervisibility,” Fleetwood writes, refers to “the overrepresentation of certain 
images of blacks and the visual currency of these images in public culture” (Kindle 351). 
Paradoxically, one of the effects of making black bodies and signifiers of blackness hyper-
visible, is the rendering invisible of black subjectivity. The visualization of blackness through 
regimes of black hyper-visibility “simultaneously announces the continual invisibility of blacks 
as ethical and enfleshed subjects in various realms of polity, economies, and discourse, so that 
blackness remains aligned with negation and decay” (Kindle 256). The production and 
circulation of troubling images of black bodies contributes to the circumscription of black 
agency and subjectivity, denying personhood through a regime of visual knowledge and affect 
that renders blacks less than human.  
One of the key contributions of black visual studies is an understanding of how chattel 
slavery’s visual technologies of antiblack surveillance have a structuring effect on contemporary 
affective regimes of racialization. Mirzoeff describes chattel slavery as a founding institution of 
racialized visuality, productive of a trans-Atlantic social order built upon the de-humanization of 
blackness: “It will not be sufficient to begin a critique of visuality in the present day, or in the 
recent past, but… it must engage with the formation of coloniality and slavery as modernity” (6). 
The visual epidermalization of black bodies is at the heart of modernity’s projects of 
  23 
colonialization and enslavement, as “visuality’s first domains were the slave plantation, 
monitored by the surveillance of the overseer” (Mirzoeff, 2).  
Afro-pessimist philosophy, a key intellectual touchstone for black visual studies, 
describes modernity’s regime of visualized anti-blackness as the “political ontology” of slavery 
and its after-life. Because, as Jared Sexton writes, “the continuing application of slave law 
facilitated the reconfiguration of its operation with the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to 
the U.S. Constitution, rather than its abolition,” (“People-of-Color  Blindness,” 37) it is useful to 
think of slavery and its regimes of visuality as an enduring ontological paradigm of modernity or 
structure of cultural consciousness rather than a historically specific political and economic 
institution with a definitive start and end date.  At the center of the afro-pessimist argument 
about political ontology is an understanding of antiblackness as a structure of affective or 
libidinal investment. The afro-pessimist insistence on slavery as an affective or libidinal structure 
resonates closely with what Fanon might call the “psycho-existential complex” of the colonial 
world (Black Skin White Masks, xvi). By highlighting the resilience of anti-black libidinal 
attachments across historical epoch and political institutions, political ontology provides afro-
pessimist thought with “a schema for tracking… reconfigurations of anti-blackness ‘from slavery 
to mass imprisonment’ without losing track of its structural dimensions” (“People-of-Color 
Blindness,” 37). The political ontology of slavery and its after-life, then, names what Flores 
would call the “fundamental grammar” or “rhetorical logic” which stitches together diverse 
forms of “[r]acial violence… across time and place” (17). Black visual studies maps the visual 
rhetorical logics inherent to this fundamental grammar by tracking the complex of relations and 
practices of seeing at work in modernity’s regimes of antiblack visuality from the plantation to 
the present day.  
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If the visual logics of black enslavement persist to this day, if the plantation’s regime of 
“classifying, separating, and aestheticizing” (Mirzoeff, 3-4) survives beyond the formal 
termination of the institution of slavery, it is because their affective structures of fear, desire, and 
fascination are re-articulated in the political institutions of the police and the globalized police-
military apparatus of Western imperialism. Steve Martinot and Jared Sexton argue that “state-
sanctioned terror, police brutality, mass incarceration, and the endless ambushes of white 
populism” are not a social exception, but merely the “avant-garde” of a thoroughly banal white 
supremacist social order. (180) Martinot and Sexton’s theory of policing as the paradigm of 
white supremacy begins by inverting the commonsense assumption that police brutality is a 
symptom of racism, positing instead that policing itself is constitutive of white supremacist 
sociality.  
Visual culture relies on the repetitive exchange and circulation of images which 
constitute sites of public affective investment. Visual culture functions as a particularly 
pernicious conduit for the affective attachments of American publics to ritualistic spectacles of 
white supremacist police violence. Here, black visual studies places an important emphasis on 
the perpetual recurrence of antiblack visual practices. Kimberly Juanita Brown describes the 
repetitive investment in visual culture as a site for “slavery’s reproductive and reproducing 
mechanisms,” (8) finding “the visuality of hegemony” (14) in “slavery’s recurring and repeating 
visions” (17). Huey Copeland links “the definitively unfinished nature of freedom and the 
expansiveness of slavery’s deep structure,” to “techniques and forms of seeing that constituted 
the enslaved,” which “still exert a tenacious grasp on subjects in the present” (202).  Slavery’s 
affective structure is expansive insofar as it moves through diverse circuits of visual exchange in 
myriad sites of political violence. As Dylan Rodríguez explains: 
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Occupation and warfare, which constitute the theater of American nation building across 
historical moments and geographic scales, have always mediated forms of cultural 
production that enshrine the most morbid and spectacular practices of gendered white 
supremacist bodily violence as the currency of both military communion and national 
community. These have included the circulation of public (as well as private) displays of 
indigenous bodies as the exhibition of conquest and frontier warfare, the spectacles of 
mass killing and the collection of body parts (as jewelry and ornamentation) from 
Vietnamese corpses by U.S. soldiers during the Vietnam War, and the epochal emergence 
of lynching as a site of white festivity and popular visual culture (encompassing photos, 
postcards, and the like), among countless other examples, enshrining a culture of national 
identification that is both accessible and common. (14-15) 
 
White supremacy emerges, in part, as a spectacle of visual enjoyment, taking place through 
repetitive rituals of racialized violence inherent to the projects of policing and militarization that 
constitute the American nation.  
The idea that race is made real through the visual repetition of rituals of violence has 
important critical implications for rhetorical scholars of race and racism. There is not first an 
ideology or belief system of white supremacy, and then a system of policing that emerges out of 
this belief system; rather, white supremacy is made and re-made through (police) violence 
enacted repetitively on black flesh. Martinot and Sexton describe how race as a system of 
meaning is made material on bodies through repetitive, quotidian, and banal acts of (police) 
terror on nonwhite populations: 
Like racialisation as a system of meanings assigned to the body, police spectacle is itself 
the form of appearance of this banality. Their endless assault reflects the idea that race is 
a social envelope, a system of social categorisation dropped over the heads of people like 
clothes. Police impunity serves to distinguish between the racial uniform itself and the 
elsewhere that mandates it. They constitute the distinction between those whose human 
being is put permanently in question and those for whom it goes without saying. Police 
spectacle is not the effect of the racial uniform; rather, it is the police uniform that is 
producing re-racialisation. (174) 
 
If race as an ideology, discourse, or system of beliefs does not pre-exist policing but rather 
emerges out of policing, then we must think of policing itself as part of the rhetorical labor of 
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racialization. Rather than a material byproduct of previously existing rhetorical structures of 
racialization, policing is itself a means for making real the social fiction of race.   
Policing, Media, and Rhetoric  
 
A number of scholars have tracked the historical circumstances, technologies, media 
ecologies, and rhetorical practices that have allowed for the dynamic re-articulation of antiblack 
racism from slavery to policing. The end of Jim Crow racism and the downfall of formalized 
racial exclusions have produced what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva describes as a system of 
“colorblind” racism, wherein racial inequalities are maintained through formally race-neutral 
language and policies. Legal scholar Michelle Alexander describes how the rhetorical label of 
criminality performs a rhetorical function within color blind racism, continuing racial 
segregation under the guise of policing and incarceration. “Rather than rely on race,” Alexander 
argues, “we use our criminal justice system to label people of color ‘criminals’ and then engage 
in all the practices we supposedly left behind” (2). Historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad looks at 
how data about black crime was mobilized through a pernicious series of racist tropes, producing 
“black criminality [as] the most significant and durable signifier of black inferiority in white 
people’s minds since the dawn of Jim Crow” (3). Criminologist Kelly Welch studies how the 
circulation of iconic images of threatening black men such as Willie Horton or the D.C. snipers 
is used to portray an image of black life as inherently criminal and dangerous. Surveillance 
studies scholar Simone Browne points to how “racism and antiblackness undergird and sustain 
the intersecting surveillances of our present order,” locating “Blackness as a key site through 
which surveillance is practiced, narrated, and enacted” (9).  These scholars have demonstrated 
that although the formal, institutional discourses of policing may be stripped of explicit racial 
categories in order to satisfy contemporary legal and cultural constraints of colorblindness, 
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policing is still racialized through the surveillance of blackness and its accompanying hyper-
visibility of black criminality. 
A number of scholars within communication studies, media studies, cultural studies, and 
cultural criminology have looked at how policing is constituted by media technologies and media 
practices. Kelly Gates’ scholarship on the “media work,” and “knowledge work” involved in 
policing is a useful touchstone for thinking about the role of new media within the 
communicative labor of policing (245, 247). Joshua Reeves and Jeremy Packer have similarly 
analyzed how the “modern police force has been constituted through its capacities for human and 
technological mediation,” exploring how “media… play an essential role in… activities that are 
constitutive of the modern policing apparatus” (360). Stuart Hall et al’s landmark cultural studies 
text, Policing the Crisis, examined “the social role of the police force” to explain how 
“mugging” became articulated as a moral crisis in the UK (43). Jonathan Markovitz has studied 
how “Mass media spectacles of race, violence, and crime” both “work to shore up racist 
stereotypes” and “create opportunities for critiquing prevalent conceptions of race” (1-2). 
Christopher P. Wilson looks at how police power becomes a lens through which the media 
interprets social disorder, and how the institutional dynamics of policing are shaped and 
constrained by the economic and political requirements of news media. These scholars are 
leading the way in examining the importance of material technologies of policing and 
surveillance and the function of distributed ecologies of media circulation in shaping the social 
dynamics of policing and crime.  
While I find all of this work to be of utmost value for exploring how policing is both a 
mediating and mediated endeavor, there is still much more work to be done in this area. 
Specifically, while many of these scholars examine how police media can influence 
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conversations about race, or how race comes to impact the perception of police media, few have 
gone a step further to explore the constitutive links between racial formation and police media. 
We understand that policing is mediated, and that policing is racialized, but need more clarity 
about how the mediation of policing contributes to racialization and how the mediation of race 
constitutes policing as a paradigm for social relations. While the scholars listed above may point 
to race as an important dimension within particular moments of police media, few have 
attempted to see police media itself as a racialized endeavor, nor have they examined the 
centrality of police media to racial formation.  My project attempts to remedy this oversight by 
looking at how the structural and formal dimensions of race which give way to racist 
representations are simultaneously constituted by and constitutive of practices of mediation that 
emerge through discourses by and about police.  
Theory and Method 
 
One of the challenges facing communication scholars interested in studying race and 
racism is finding a way to talk about the structuring force of race’s symbolic logics and the 
material violence of racism’s technologies of oppression while nevertheless accounting for the 
essentially fictional and contingent nature of racial difference. Visual rhetoricians in particular 
face the difficult challenge of attending to the visuality of racial formation without collapsing the 
complex networks of racialized affective attachments and technologies of racialized violence to 
an overly-simplistic theory of racism as the byproduct of racist representations.  
Many visual rhetorical scholars, working out of the new materialist philosophies of Gilles 
Deleuze and Brian Massumi, find the vocabulary of “meaning” and “representation” to be overly 
simplistic and naïve for describing the messy and complex affective force of visual media as it 
circulates in contemporary new media ecologies. New materialist visual rhetoricians attempt to 
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account for the distributed nature of rhetorical circulation in social media, expanding visual 
rhetoric beyond bounded-audience contexts and towards the open-endedness of viral 
dispersion.  Methodologically, the new materialist turn within rhetorical studies finds the close 
reading of bounded image-texts, a hallmark of visual rhetorical study, to be insufficient to 
grapple with the lively movement and polysemous mutation of images through diverse channels 
of circulation (Gries).  
Rather than focus on what images mean or what they represent, new materialist scholars 
of visual rhetoric focus on the modes of audience engagement with images, how audiences relate 
to images when they produce, share and circulate them (Jenkins). New materialist visual 
rhetorics emphasize the virtual (in the Deleuzian sense) capacities of images to instantiate a web 
of relations and capacities formed through the production, consumption, and circulation of 
images (Vivian). The new materialist turn examines the limitations of representationalist theories 
by pointing to the a-signifying effects of images, how images perform affective and 
subconscious functions that cannot be easily reduced to “meaning” or “representation.” New 
materialist approaches to visual rhetoric are useful for telling us how visual rhetoric changes in 
new media environments and how images mutate, circulate, and flow across distributed 
networks. This theoretical trajectory pushes visual rhetoricians to examine not just the visibility 
of particular racialized representations but also the material histories, technological 
infrastructures, and webs of power relations that allow race to be made visible in the first place.  
Despite the valuable intervention offered by the new materialist turn in rhetorical studies, 
there is a tendency within new materialist visual rhetorics to neglect the symbolic dimensions of 
visuality’s affective resonance. Without maintaining an emphasis on the symbolic labor that 
particular images perform for viewing subjects, the new materialist turn risks viewing images as 
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merely one conduit amongst many for the flow of affect, thus leaving out an account of the 
mediating function of images and for the symbolic economy that structures and shapes that labor 
of mediation. What is at risk of dropping out of the new materialist account, Christian O. 
Lundberg reminds us, is how “affect, understood as all the forces that impinge on and move 
through the subject (social, material, and bodily), is itself organized for the subject by the 
function of the signifier. The signifier works to organize the expression and character of affective 
impulses, primarily by transposing and translating them into an economy of rhetorical 
production” (Lacan in Public, 110). When reduced to a plane of mere effectivity, visual 
rhetorical criticism is condensed into a method for tracking flows of affective circulation across 
various media, without ever seeking to explain why certain images circulate at certain times, why 
some images remain salient across historical contexts, or how some images tap into different 
affective reservoirs than others. As Christopher Gilbert argues, “if to study rhetoric is to study 
relationality, there remains the matter of human elements in material realities—particularly 
because, if we elide… the subject’s impact on the picture… we overlook the ghost in new 
materialist systems” (196). One such ghost in the new materialist machine of visual rhetorics is 
the all-too-human construction of race.  
Racial formation requires habituated practices of affective investment, the modal 
arrangement of affect through the organizations of bodies, practices symbols, and material media 
(Condit). Scholars have criticized Deleuzian affect theory for obscuring the social conditions 
which shape and structure networks of affective investment (Leys, Palmer). Imagining affect as a 
pre-linguistic, unregulated flow of intensity which disrupts and deterritorializes subjectivity 
ignores the degree to which affect is regulated by durable social forms. The codes, ideologies, 
and hegemonic structurations of race, gender, sexuality, and ability provide contour and scale to 
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the social world; our subjective valuations of particular forms-of-life and their accompanying 
signifiers work to distribute protection, recognition, and value to some lives and deny it to others. 
In particular, much of the work on affect within black studies (Wilderson, Sexton, Hartman, 
Palmer), calls into question the notion that affect emerges universally as a pre-linguistic 
intensity, instead looking at how race is produced by and productive of a libidinal economy of 
antibackness and white supremacy. As Tyler Palmer persuasively declares, “affect theory as an 
academic discourse has yet to substantially account for the problematic of blackness, the 
particular affective dispositions that emerge in reaction to processes of racialization and racial 
subjugation, or the ways in which affect serves as an exploitable tool of racial domination and 
anti-blackness” (35). Race as a regime of visuality is produced not by the free flow of affective 
intensity, but by the habituated domains of affective investment which sustain the lifeblood of 
the libidinal economies of white supremacy and anti-blackness.  
The vocabulary of newness, virality, deterritorialization, and free-flowing affective 
intensity dominate scholarly discussions of digital media. However, habit, sameness, and 
repetition may be just as important for understanding the affective dimensions of new media as 
change and novelty. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun forcefully argues for the importance of habit for 
understanding the temporality of new media. The newness of new media, its capacity for 
temporal disruption and instability, is often over-emphasized within new media scholarship, at 
the expense of a better understanding of how habituated practices of media production, 
consumption, and exchange constitute the networks of networked discourse. “Imaged and 
imagined connections… are most often habits: things potentially or frequently repeated” (Chun). 
Habit works side-by-side with crisis to form a culture of networked relationality around the form 
of the update; “Habit + Crisis = Update,” Chun formulates. Neoliberalism’s myriad 
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environmental, ecological, and social crises produce a subject embedded within networks of 
habituated interaction that must be constantly updated to adjust to the crises it faces in a given 
moment. While crisis does breed disruption, the normalization of this disruption precludes rather 
than animates change: “Crises make the present a series of updates in which we race to stay close 
to the same and in which information spreads not like a powerful, overwhelming virus, but rather 
like a long, undead thin chain” (Chun, ch 1). Update compels subjects to adjust their habits, 
giving durability to the patterns of social interaction which persist beyond the continually 
destabilizing crises of late capitalism and white supremacist heteropatriarchy.   
The theoretical proposition of this project is that a psychoanalytically and rhetorically 
inflected concept of trope can help explain the role rhetoric plays in new media’s processes of 
update which permit engrained social habits to endure across perpetual moments of social crisis. 
Users form specific durable publics through social media networks, not simply because visual 
media conducts affective intensity, but because those users are affectively invested in the 
particular tropes which repetitively circulate within those digital enclaves. New materialism may 
be able to answer why new media produces affect, but it is incapable of explaining why subjects 
are invested in particular identitarian publics. Trope, according to Lundberg, is what connects the 
contingent acts of discourse which constitute publics in a given moment to the durable symbolic 
forms which render those acts of discourse affectively meaningful for the publics called into 
being in their wake. Lundberg explains that trope is not simply the ornamentation which rhetors 
add to speech in a given situation, but is rather the economy of discourse which precedes and 
makes legible a given speech act, a reservoir of affective investment that makes rhetoric 
meaningful for particular publics in any given situation.  
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While publics are called into being through common attention to circulating texts within 
contingent historical moments, the durability of various publics only occurs through repetitive 
acts which render those texts and the tropes contained therein as persistent sites of affective 
investment.  A public, Lundberg argues, is “both a mobile assemblage of associations mediated 
by common attention to a text, and an economy articulating pre-existing discourses, texts, 
investments, and identities in a regularized set of exchanges” (“Enjoying God’s Death,” 388). To 
say that publics form through common attention to texts, as Michael Warner argues, may tell us 
about the how of public formation, but tells us very little about why. Enjoyment, Lundberg 
postulates, provides the missing piece which explains not just how publics form through common 
attention to texts, but about why particular publics form, and how they endure in their 
particularity: “enjoyment signals both an affectively charged state and a ritually repeated habit 
or compulsion… Enjoyment gives sense or coherence to the subject’s world by organizing its 
identity in predictable ways” (Enjoying God’s Death, 402).  Publics pay attention to some words, 
images, or texts, rather than other images, words, or texts, because of the repetitive habits of 
attention which make those texts meaningful, which allow those signifiers to carry affective 
investment for particular subjects at a particular time. Enjoyment, in other words, “lends 
durability to social formations,” even as those social formations are opened up to the 
contingency of human intervention (Lundberg, Lacan in Public, 126).  
While new materialists are right to point out that new media environments destabilize 
context and augment problems of interpreting polysemous rhetorics, they tend to over-emphasize 
the freedom and mobility of images’ relational capacities. Over-emphasizing the tendency for 
rhetoric to “unfold in unpredictable, divergent, and inconsistent ways” (Gries, 86) can throw 
rhetorical scholars off the track of the enduring, predictable, and consistent patterns of discourse 
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which allow social forms such as race and gender to endure across historical epoch. To view 
rhetoric as an investment in economies of trope is to look at how particular signifiers such as 
whiteness and blackness become invested with affective resonance. So, while it is true that there 
is no prior, stable "meaning" to the concepts of whiteness and blackness, and while it is true that 
these concepts can "mean" radically different things depending on their context, neither of these 
admissions is sufficient to ignore the structuring force of those particular signifiers for our 
economies of affective recognition. New materialist rhetorics are incapable of describing why 
certain lives have been historically devalued, or how blackness becomes a peculiar and particular 
site for the mobilization of affects such as fear, fascination, excitement, and attraction. New 
materialist rhetorics tend to describe affect as a radical plain of agential capacity, free-flowing 
becoming, and infinite relational complexity across distributed networks. The visual rhetorical 
project that I am proposing here takes seriously how economies of affect are subject to scalar 
arrangement, how the free-flow of affect is constrained and shaped by histories of violence, and 
how affective economies are constructed through the specific, human, rhetorical labor of 
tropological investment.  
New materialist visual rhetorics fall into the trap that Lundberg describes as rhetorical 
scholarship's tendency to forget the rhetoricity of rhetoric. Lundberg argues that the discipline's 
commitment to radical contextuality causes rhetorical scholars to fetishize the imaginary at the 
expense of the symbolic. Or, put another way, rhetorical scholars focus too much on what a 
rhetor says in a given situation, or what a particular image means in a given context, rather than 
looking at the prior economy of tropes that constrains and structures how discourse emerges in 
any given context. By focusing instead on the prior economy of trope, Lundberg cautions 
rhetoricians to be wary of the transhistorical and transcontextual constraints posed by durable 
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social forms. While rhetoricians can, in a given context, craft new associations and open up new 
imaginary relations to the world (the Imaginary), the inherent limitations of human mediation 
(the Real) mean that these associations and imaginary relations must inevitably draw upon a 
prior economy of metonymic connections and metaphoric condensations (the Symbolic). Thus, 
while new materialism wants to problematize context by demonstrating how context is radically 
unstable and in constant flux because of the nature of new media environments, it ultimately 
reinstates a commitment to radical contextuality that causes the prior economy of affective 
connection to drop out of its considerations almost entirely. Lundberg writes, “The forms 
(signifying, semiotic, or even grammatical), affective dispensations, material circuits and 
conditions of address that configure contexts seem to drop out of the purview of Rhetoric in the 
name of a radical contextualism” (177). New materialism's vocabulary is filled with terms like 
“viral transformation” (Gries, 103), “wild eventfulness” (Gries, 102), and “distributed acts of 
agency” (Gries, 71). New materialist visual rhetorics emphasize how images both “undergo 
constant change” and “cogenerate change” (Gries, 71), tracking how images enter into a 
“distributed dance of agency within and across dynamic assemblages of people and other things” 
(Gries, 58). This vocabulary tends to obscure the deeply sedimented durable social forms which 
constrain change, which preclude new modes of social relations, and which cause a repetitive, 
habituated investment in particular tropes. Agency is not a distributed dance, but rather a 
structure of colonial and plantation subjectivity which arranges some as actors and others as 
objects according to visual logics of race.  
Similarly, Chun criticizes new media scholars for fetishizing the “newness” of new 
media, neglecting the important role of habit in the cultural politics of update inherent to 
contemporary neoliberalism. The tripartite Lacanian schema Lundberg uses to articulate the 
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importance of trope maps neatly onto Chun’s equation of “Habit + Crisis = Update”.  Here, 
Habit maps onto the Symbolic, those patterns of investment which build repetition and 
inhabitation into the networks of digital discourse. However, these prior habits bump up against 
those crises which destabilize the subject, The Real, which produces anomie and disorder, 
rendering the subject’s communicative practices inadequate to the world. “Update” enjoys a 
close resonance with Lundberg’s deployment of the imaginary. Update constitutes the newness 
of “New Media,” but does so by building on the prior economies of habit which structure users’ 
symbolic activities online. Update constitutes an adjustment of prior economies to the demands 
of present crisis. Through update, users are forced to re-negotiate their relationship to the world 
due to crises which cause inadequation, but inevitably rely on their prior modes of inhabitation to 
constitute those patterns of adjustment.  
For the purposes of new media, a psychoanalytic account of trope can help explain the 
repetitiveness of online discourse in the face of constantly changing situations. If constant crisis 
forces the subject to continually renegotiate their relationship to the social world, trope provides 
an enjoyable reservoir of investment which gives shape and pattern to those practices of 
adjustment. While rhetorical scholars of the digital have emphasized the degree to which digital 
media produces newness and change, these changes occur within standardized patterns of 
discourse. Memes, for example, may indeed operate through the perpetual updating of a given 
image to fit new contexts (Gries, Jenkins), but the persistence of that given image across time is 
what lends memes their transcontextual legibility. Users are not simply creating the world anew 
every time they share, like, click, produce, and consume online media, they are instead 
exercising repetitive habitual investments in forms which are affectively meaningful to them.  
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Treating racialized affect through the lens of tropological economy disturbs the recent 
trends within rhetorical scholarship to emphasize the speed and liveliness of image ontology. 
Visuality is not just productive of speed and mobility, but also capture and fixity. To read the 
visual through the lens of capacity, contingency, and movement is to read images through the 
lens of whiteness. To be able to appear multiply, as a body whose meaning is not fixed in 
advance, which does not arrive on sight, is a privilege reserved for whiteness. For those bodies 
marked as other from the hegemony of whiteness, in particular the black bodies which have long 
served as the primary visual referent of modernity’s projects of racial ordering, visuality affixes 
itself to the body, producing the body’s surface as a “meaning that was already there,” both 
“fixed and negated,” a meaning always/already arrives in advance (Yancy, 35, 39). The captivity 
of the black body through regimes of visuality is what Fanon might call the Racial-Epidermal 
Schema, the fixation of the body through the sight of skin.   
The idea that digital photography has permanently displaced the index value of the visual 
ignores that visuality’s index value was never about the technological process of photochemical 
fixation, but about the affective investment in a correspondence between world and 
representation which photochemical fixation offered to viewers. As Allesandra Raengo 
provocatively lays out: 
[T]he black body offers both nourishment and pretext for a photochemical imagination 
that, I argue, lingers across the digital divide. In keeping with Fanon, here photochemical 
does not strictly refer to a specific medium or technology of image production, but rather 
to the referential affects and a cultural logic of investment in the continuity between the 
world and photographic images…. [M]aybe digital images (as well as the practices of 
which they are part and our response to them) have finally uncovered for us that the index 
is more fundamentally and more foundationally an affect – an investment in a certain idea 
of referentiality that the black body has historically delivered. Said otherwise, as the 
paradigmatic visual sign, as the sign that wears its value on its surface and its ontological 
status on its sleeve, the black body is both product and trigger of an effect and affect of 
reality, a reality a(e)ffect.” (11) 
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Thus, it is not just that race persists online, that the old subjectivities which emerged out of 
colonial modernity have endured in our digital world. Rather, the repetitive, racialized practices 
surrounding new media, through the circulation of images of racialized bodies and their attendant 
signifiers, constitutes a site of regularized affective investment for those publics seeking 
symbolic security in a world of anomie and crisis. The black body in particular provides an index 
value which stabilizes the visual for those populations invested in the tropological economies of 
race which structure our social world.  
A theory of tropological economy emphasizes the durable social forms which precede 
and give structure and shape to discourse. A tropological approach leans towards the theoretical 
influences of structuralism, while maintaining rhetoric’s emphasis on the contingency of the 
social. This methodological emphasis on structuration and the stable, deep grammars of meaning 
which regulate affective conduits of social life cuts against the grain of much new materialist 
work within rhetorical studies. Gries warns against scholars “heavily imposing their own 
interpretations as to how an actualized version of an image communicates or makes 
identification possible” (89). Gries instead wants scholars to “seek out a visual thing’s divergent 
connections and discover what various actors in divergent collectives reveal about actors’ own 
dynamic intra-actions with the actualized images under study.” Similarly, Ron Greene argues for 
the importance of a “materialist rhetoric built on the logics of articulation avoids positioning the 
historical forces of capitalism, white supremacy and/or patriarchy as the deep structure(s) of a 
governing apparatus but instead maps how they are transformed, displaced, deployed and/or 
challenged by a particular governing apparatus” (39). Rather than imposing structuralist semiotic 
hermeneutics on the free-flowing affects of digital images, new materialist theorists argue that 
rhetorical scholars should be open to diverse conduits of affective movement and change which 
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are never determined in advance, tracking the multiplicity of images affective resonances with 
diverse audiences.  
Bridging the gap between the free play of absolute contingency and the determinacy of 
racial structuralism, rhetorical psychoanalysis accounts for the structuration of racialized social 
arrangement without effacing the contingency of subjectivity within these arrangements.  White 
supremacy and antiblackness function through particularly pernicious repetitive investments in 
tropological registers of visualized racial difference. These structures of racialization are the 
byproducts of historically specific practices and labors, but have taken on the durable social form 
of structuring fantasies, engraining specific tropological connections into the affective backdrop 
of social relations over centuries of enslavement, colonization, and racialized world-creation. 
Because libidinal economies of affect are produced through historical practices of rhetorical 
labor and repetitive acts of public investment, rhetorical scholarship can provide empirical 
accounts of the processes of policing and criminalization through which symbolic economies of 
white supremacy and antiblackness are made manifest and durable over time. 
Images in particular play an important role in establishing the tropological economies of 
race which continue to govern social life. Images necessarily function metaphorically, as WJT 
Mitchell argues, “all depiction is grounded in metaphor, in ‘seeing as’” (17). Images always 
emerge out of a prior economy of meaning which produces visuality as a field of relationality 
defined by relations of sameness and difference. Images never function at the pure level of the 
Imaginary but always at the level of the Symbolic: “Images cannot be created, at least not ex 
nihilo. Insofar as images are always images of something, then what they are images of must 
always logically and temporally precede them… The rule of likeness is a conservative rule, 
defying innovation and insisting on the return of the similar” (Mitchell, 32). Images both slide 
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and stick, they condense meaning and stand-in for other affective attachments, but they also 
produce slippery chains of association which branch outwards. In particular, race gives a 
durability and predictability to visual identification which condenses visual metaphors such as 
white and black as particularly powerful conduits of affective attachment, even as those 
metaphors are updated and become attached to new signifiers in changing historical conditions.  
Methodologically, in concrete terms, what does a tropological approach do for 
rhetoricians studying visual texts online? Lundberg calls on rhetorical scholars to analyze the 
“tropes organizing the practices and investments that underwrite identitarian relations between 
strangers in specific publics” (“Enjoying God’s Death,” 390). Tropological analysis draws from 
the traditions of both rhetoric and media studies, looking at the patterns of symbolic association 
which bind together particular collectives through common attention to signifiers, and the 
“modes of speech, reception, writing, reading, and media consumption… that constitute public 
space” (Lacan in Public, 126).  It means looking at how particular signifiers become sticky sites 
of affective investment which condense a variety of public attachments, and how those signifiers 
slide outward metonymically, allowing for the adaptation and reformulation of those signifiers as 
lasting features of public life.  
This project could best be described as methodologically and disciplinarily promiscuous, 
borrowing as necessary from the toolboxes of close reading, critical rhetoric, structuralist 
semiotics, surveillance studies, media technology studies. Studying visual tropological 
economies does involve the hermeneutic act of reading images, and brings the tools of 
structuralism to bear on understanding the particular metonymic connections and metaphorical 
condensations at work within the particular publics that emerge in response to the post-racial. 
However, in each instance, I also attempt to keep in mind the empirical publics which emerge in 
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response to the circulation of these images and the material technologies which facilitate their 
production, creation, and distribution.  
 This project gathers a wide variety of pictures, videos, and film circulating in the era of 
the post-racial, examining how the images contained within these visual media constitute 
bundled networks of affective investment for those publics that produce and distribute them. 
Here, I am speaking of “image” broadly, taking into mind WJT Mitchell’s distinction between 
images and pictures. Images are the visual depiction of a thing which can occur across media. 
Pictures are the actual mediated object which contains the image. As Mitchell describes, “The 
picture is a material object, a thing you can burn or break or tear (16).” With an eye to the move 
to the digital, one might add to Mitchell’s list of picture verbs download, post, or share. An 
image, on the other hand, “is what appears in a picture, and what survives its destruction – in 
memory, in narrative, in copies and traces in other media” (16). My method involves the 
gathering and interpretation of a variety of images which occur and recur throughout a variety of 
media. 
 When approaching an image, I ask questions such as: What is depicted in this image, and 
how? What metonymic connections and metaphoric condensations might be at work for the 
particular audiences producing and circulating this image? How does this image draw on a 
previously existing symbolic economy, and in what ways might this image facilitate new 
imaginary tropological connections and condensations? How do particular images appear and re-
appear in different ways in different contexts, or, alternatively, where are the patterns of 
regularity in an image’s appearance across a variety of contexts? How do technological networks 
of mediation effect the way an image is produced and circulated, and how do economies of 
affective investment effect the technological distribution of these images?  
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Over the course of the following four chapters, my method of studying images across a 
variety of media will aim to outline the workings of an engrained visual symbolic economy of 
the post-racial and its attendant practices of policing. An emphasis on “economy” here looks at 
the way that images are distributed and connected, how images flow and stick, and how publics 
are arranged and reconstituted in the wake of the production and circulation of these images. My 
concern is not simply one of metonym and metonymy, but also with the relations of viewing and 
practices of seeing that make legible these tropological connections for particular publics. What 
kinds of activities do users engage in when they share these images, or discuss these videos? 
What visual practices are at work which enable the creation and maintenance of these reactionary 
publics? Throughout this project, I attempt to maintain all of these considerations 
simultaneously, to glean what is represented within a given image, how that image becomes a 
site of affective investment which may exceed the representation itself, and how that image 
emerges within concrete practices of address and modes of mediated exchange.   
Overview of Chapters 
 
 
Policing the Post-Racial studies the visual rhetorics of racial backlash to the moment of 
the post-racial through the use of four case-studies: the Blue Lives Matter movement, the 2012 
film End of Watch, pro and anti-Obama memes, and photoshopped images of Black Lives Matter 
signs.  
 Chapter two tracks the emergence of the Blue Lives Matter movement in 2014 as a 
response to the twinned racial crises of the Obama administration and the Black Lives Matter 
movement. I look at how Blue Lives Matter arrived on the scene as a media organization, a white 
reactionary public, and an economy of trope. I examine some of the key tropes of the Blue Lives 
Matter movement, looking at how Blue Lives Matter reproduces the rhetorical dehumanization 
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of black lives through a trope that I call the surfeit of humanity. By depicting police as 
simultaneously supremely mortal and transcendently heroic, the visual rhetoric of the Blue Lives 
Matter movement humanizes police at the expense of the victims of police violence. In 
particular, I look at how Blue Lives matter uses images of black police officers to metonymically 
link criticism of police officers with the “War on Cops,” thus rhetorically rendering the Black 
Lives Matter movement into a form of racial oppression against police and the (white) publics 
they serve.  I demonstrate how the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter to facilitates reactionary 
discourses which organizes publics through rhetorics of Manicheanism and victimization, 
silencing voices of dissent and protest which exist at the margins of Blue and Black. 
Chapter three looks at the 2012 film End of Watch, situating it as a sort of ur-text of the 
Blue Lives Matter movement. End of Watch is a gritty take on the contemporary buddy-cop film 
by director David Ayer.  End of Watch relies on the cinematic surveillance narration to produce a 
rhetoric of visual realism. The use of surveillance cameras, especially body-mounted police 
cameras, in End of Watch demonstrates how police respond to the crises of visibility inaugurated 
by social media and ubiquitous surveillance technology by suturing the bodily, subjective 
authority of the police officer to the objective technicity of visual surveillance. By using realistic 
surveillance technology to depict the private intimacies of a white and Latinx crime-fighting duo 
squaring off against the black and brown street gangs of Los Angeles, End of Watch 
demonstrates how surveillance technologies such as the body-mounted police camera work to 
secure multiracial policing against the threat of monoracial insurgency. By looking at the way 
that rhetoric about the film circulated amongst police officers and their publics, I show how End 
of Watch constituted part of the symbolic economy through which police deploy body-mounted 
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police cameras to discipline the challenge of counter-visuality posed by the Black Lives Matter 
movement.  
Chapter four looks at anti-Obama memes shared by police and their supporters and pro-
Obama memes circulated following the death of Osama bin Laden to study how both critics and 
supporters of President Obama use visual rhetorics of blackness to mediate their relationship 
with institutions of racialized police violence. This chapter probes how both critics and advocates 
of Obama use visual rhetoric to tap into the affective energy of blackness. I ask: how do diverse 
modes of affective investment in Obama’s blackness work to mediate state violence for different 
political publics? I explore the role of ambivalent affective economies of antiblack racism in 
suturing together how America’s bipartisan and cross-cultural attachment to racialized police 
violence. I argue that the affective economies the policing of the post-racial are structured 
ambivalently by the rhetorical energies of negrophobia, the fear or hatred of blackness, and 
negrophilia, the fetishistic love of blackness. I hypothesize that by tracking the rhetorical labor of 
negrophobia and negrophilia in discourses of policing, rhetorical scholars may be able to offer a 
better account of the affective dynamics of racism in the contemporary era and the psychological 
barriers to dismantling antiblack racism. 
The final case study chapter, chapter five, explores how digital image manipulation 
functions as a mode of visual rhetorical labor for critics of the Black Lives Matter movement. By 
looking at photoshopped images of #BlackLivesMatter protestors, this chapter examines how 
counter-protesters deploy digital image manipulation both as a mimetic strategy of visual 
appropriation and an ambivalent authenticating practice of visual argument. I ask: How does 
digital image manipulation function as a visual practice within the co-optation strategies of 
reactionary publics? Additionally, what is the status of “reality” in these images, and how does 
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the supposed authenticity of these manipulated images figure into the claims being made on and 
about black bodies? This chapter enquires into the modalities or practices of seeing and relations 
of visuality that emerge from the phenomena of photo-shopped #BlackLivesMatter images. I 
explore how white users hijack and appropriate signifiers of blackness, and what role this 
appropriation plays in the rhetorical apologetics for black death. I argue that the photoshopping 
of Black Lives Matter protest signs draws on the long history of racial ventriloquism wherein 
white audiences seize rhetorical control over images of black bodies, naming the act of 
photoshopping Black Lives Matter protest signs a form of digital minstrelsy.  
Finally, in the conclusion, I attempt to bring together these analyses to better understand 
the interrelated and overlapping contours of the symbolic economy of race inherent to the post-
racial and its backlash. I ask what the role of rhetorical critics are in the face of white supremacy 
and antiblackness, and in particular question my own role as a white critic studying issues of 
race. I inquire into the acts of appropriation and conquest at work in the very act of engaging in 
rhetorical criticism, and stake out an argument for the necessity of white critics studying white 
reactionary publics in the context of antiblack racism.  
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CHAPTER 2 – BLUE LIVES MATTER AND THE VISUAL RHETORIC OF RACIAL 
BACKLASH 
 
Introduction 
  
 Blue Lives Matter began as a media company on Facebook in 2014 following the murder 
of two NYPD officers. It was formed by a group of law enforcement officers who perceived the 
Black Lives Matter movement and mainstream media to be biased against police officers, and 
wanted to start their own media organization as a corrective. It has since extended across 
multiple social media platforms, and has been taken up as an organizing trope by a number of 
online conservative content producers.  A whole visual culture of memes, images, viral videos, 
and kitsch memorabilia cropped up surrounding the Blue Lives Matter movement. The Blue 
Lives Matter movement also became a particularly powerful nodal point within the constellation 
of conservative discourse in retaliation against both the Black Lives Matter movement and the 
Obama presidency. Blue Lives Matter’s earned such a cultural cache with conservatives that 
Sherriff David A. Clarke received raucous applause during the RNC when he repeated the 
group’s slogan on stage to say that if Donald Trump were elected President, we would once 
again have a president for whom Blue Lives Mattered.  
 This chapter explores the visual rhetoric of the Blue Lives Matter movement, and the role 
that the images, memes, videos, and artifacts of visual culture played in cultivating Blue Lives 
Matter as a rhetorical site of online white victimization.  In this chapter, I argue that the Blue 
Lives Matter movement appropriates both the anti-racist rhetoric of Black Lives Matter, and 
images of black bodies, in the service of its visual rhetorics of victimization and Manicheanism. I 
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argue that Blue Lives Matter borrows and distorts Black Lives Matter’s critiques of racism to 
paint police as the victims rather than perpetrators of racist violence. Blue Lives Matter deploys 
images of black bodies to paint criticism of police as not just wrong, but as a form of racist 
oppression by government and media elites. The visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter 
metonymically connects visual depictions of a wide variety of activities by a wide array of actors 
– peaceful Black Lives Matter protests, ISIS terrorism, political speeches by President Obama 
and Rev. Jesse Jackson, and actual physical assaults on police officers – to the metaphor of the 
“War on Cops.” By associating any and all public critique of police with not just attack, but 
oppression, Blue Lives Matter encourages Us vs. Them thinking, and shuts down space for 
deliberation and dialogue.  
 The chapter takes place in five subsequent sections. In the first, I look at the literature 
surrounding rhetorics of Manicheanism, white victimization, and policing, highlighting a need 
for scholars to connect the dots between these objects of inquiry. In the second, I outline how 
Blue Lives Matter appropriates the rhetoric of visual dehumanization at work in Black Lives 
Matter’s critique of racism. I argue that the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter works to 
visualize police bodies through a rhetorical surfeit of humanity, rendering police simultaneously 
mortal and heroic, while disavowing and perpetuating the dehumanization of black victims of 
police violence. I look at the viral video and multi-modal text “Dear Offier, I See You” as an 
exemplary case of this excessive humanization. In the third section, I turn my attention to how 
black bodies are appropriated within the visual rhetorics of Blue Lives Matter. I argue that Blue 
Lives Matter mobilizes black bodies around a dialectic of good blacks and bad blacks, or, heroes 
and thugs. This thug vs hero dialectic works as a site of affective investment for rehearsing 
repetitive racist tropes of white victimization while simultaneously enlisting black bodies in 
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service of an apologetics for black death. It also works to visually link images of anti-police 
protest with images of dead (black) police officers, rhetorically depicting activist criticism as a 
form of violent attack and racial oppression. I argue that by rendering all criticism into attack, 
Blue Lives Matter encourages Manichean thinking which forecloses the possibility of debate and 
dialogue about police brutality. The fourth section looks at some of the voices that get left out of 
Blue Lives Matter’s Manichean worldview, specifically, the voices of black women police 
whose voices work at the interstices of Black and Blue. Finally, the conclusion makes an 
argument for why it is important for rhetorical scholars to study the Blue Lives Matter 
movement. 
Review of Literature  
 
 Policing and race are inextricably intertwined. If race is a durable social formation, a 
contingent yet enduring structuration of the social world, policing is the process through which 
this structure is made manifest in the world. The regime of visuality which is central to the 
colonial and plantation economies of race is a product of technologies of policing and 
surveillance which aestheticize and naturalize the racial order of western humanism (Mirzoeff). 
Racial police violence is not simply the byproduct of a previously existing system of race, it is 
constitutive of race formation. The quotidian police violence which non-white lives and black 
lives in particular face in the United States is not an exception to the rule, is not a racialized 
discrepancy in the proper application of moral and legal norms, but rather is the rule of 
racialization, and thus, the rule of the white supremacist society that policing upholds (Martinot 
and Sexton).  
 Policing constitutes a form of racialized warfare (James). It is not, as Marc Neocleous has 
argued, that warfare and policing, once separate domains, have gradually merged, as police 
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forces become increasingly militarized and militaries increasingly tasked with the functions of 
policing. Instead, the critical interventions of black studies point to policing as a form of already-
existing internalized warfare which marks, constitutively, the division between the human and 
inhuman. To think of warfare as something that occurs only between nation states is to erase the 
violence of war which has been central to the formation of nation states, including the violence 
of colonization and enslavement (Shapiro). The prison and police state is not just “the condition 
of possibility” for racialized violence abroad, it is also its” procedural blueprint” (Rodriguez, 10).  
Policing has always been a form of race war, militarized against black life in the name of civil 
society. Even more primary than the friend vs enemy distinction in the organization of liberal 
sovereignty is the distinction between human and inhuman which marks the war of civil society 
against its malcontents, a “Manichaean delirium” which “manifests itself in the U.S. paradigm of 
policing which (re)produces, repetitively, the inside/outside, the civil society/black void, by 
virtue of the difference between those bodies that do not magnetize bullets and those bodies that 
do” (Wilderson, 80).  
 Rhetorical scholars have done important work tracking how discourses of Manicheanism 
and militarization have taken hold of the American public consciousness. Robert L. Ivie and 
Oscar Giner persuasively describe how the “Manichean distinction between good and evil” 
functions as “‘a pervasive cultural code’ that militarizes U.S. Political discourse.” (Hunt the 
Devil, 12). Manichean rhetorics situate the United States as a City on a Hill, engaged in an 
eternal struggle of good vs. evil, one which requires redemptive acts of morally righteous 
military violence against a variety of constantly shifting enemy others. Historically, the 
continued redemptive violence of American militarism requires constant policing of demonic 
enemy others, from witch hunts to native genocide, from Communists in the Cold War to 
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Muslims in the war on Terror (Ivie and Giner, Hunt the Devil). Rhetorical scholars have offered 
important critiques of the Manichean rhetoric of George W. Bush in the War on Terror, (Smith & 
Dionisopolous, Ivie, “Fighting Terror,”) and the militarization of the border against the threat of 
immigrants (Chávez).  
 However, the dominant emphasis in rhetorical literature on Manicheanism is on foreign 
policy and the labeling of enemy others abroad for the purposes of military intervention. This 
view of war risks reproducing the erasure of the continuum between American warfare abroad 
and white supremacist warfare in the American homeland (James, Rodriguez). Domestic 
policing of black and brown populations is one of the primary sites through which American 
culture becomes militarized through discourses of good and evil. Some rhetorical work has 
begun to bridge this gap. Stephen M. Underhill shows how rhetorical dichotomies between 
civilized and savage, good and evil, dark and light, are all operative in the anti-black and white 
supremacist rhetorics surrounding the criminalization of Michael Brown in Ferguson. Lisa 
Corrigan has examined how the labelling of Black Power militants as enemies of the federal 
government worked to further the carceral state and the generalized criminalization of black life. 
Historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad demonstrates how the statistical analysis of criminal 
behavior emerged as a discipline to rhetorically constitute the linkage between blackness and 
criminality as an object for intervention by American police.  Rhetorical scholars need to do 
more to study how the criminalization of blackness and the valorization of police and police 
culture works to recreate the dichotomies of good and evil which breed militaristic culture both 
at home and abroad.  
 It is particularly important to study rhetorics of race and policing, due to the central role 
of police in articulating a culture of white male victimization. Victimization is central to most 
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rhetorics of militarized Manicheanism. To view the self as a victim from the violence of the 
other justifies violence against the other as a natural response to aggression. Victimization 
augments the “sensation of endangerment,” thus making “stronger our need for redemption 
through vicarious sacrifice” (Ivie, “Fighting Terror,” 226) It also produces a culture of 
innocence, wherein historical acts of violence are rewritten as morally sanctimonious acts 
required to protect the community from attack. Victimization allows those who benefit from 
structures of oppression to invest affectively in the sentimental politics of the oppressed, to 
identify with the affective structure of critique while effacing its political valence.  
 Rhetorics which portray whites and non-blacks as the victims of violence and oppression 
on the part of blacks have long been central to the politics of white supremacist adjustment to the 
historical victories of the black freedom struggle. Following emancipation, white controlled 
media turned newly mobile black populations into a hyper-visible spectacle of roving danger to 
white civil society, functioning as a rhetorical justification for “an emerging white violent 
subjectivity.” (Watts, 10-11). In response to the hard-fought victories of the Civil Rights 
Movement, whites used rhetorics of victimization to paint affirmative action and desegregation 
policies as new forms of racism (Bonilla-Silva). These arguments also resonated within 
multiracial discourses of the post-Civil Rights era, as interracial persons, whites, and non-black 
people of color joined together in a variety of coalitions against Affirmative Action policies, 
mobilized by the belief in a “pernicious black racism” wherein “blacks have inverted racial 
hierarchy” (Sexton, 36). However, my argument here should not be mistaken with the idea that 
nonblack people of color are exclusively the beneficiaries of antiblack racism. Quite on the 
contrary, racism against nonblack people of color, and in particular those marked by signifiers of 
brownness, have contributed to the particular erasure of antiblack racism under the conditions of 
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the post-racial. As Kumi Silva persuasively argues, “Fueled by false parallels made between 
Obama’s election and democratic representation, and bolstered by “shared” brown enemies, 
Black racism has been declared “dead,” or at least “minimal,” as everyone is “secured” under the 
umbrella of nationalism” (149). Whether it is depicting whites and nonblack people of color as 
victims of black racists, or depicting a color-blind society as victims of brown shared enemies, 
white supremacy bolsters its affective hold on society through rhetorics of shared victimization 
at the hands of enemy racialized others.  
 The politics of white victimization rely on rhetorical strategies of appropriation, both the 
appropriation of anti-racist critique, and the appropriation of non-white bodies and voices in the 
service of discourses of white supremacy. E. Patrick Johnson demonstrates how white rhetors 
“find a transcendent quality in the struggle of black American history that allows them to 
generalize this experience to struggles over other forms of oppression” (180). Ben Pitcher has 
argued that as “anti-racism has moved from the margins to the mainstream,” the discourses of 
anti-racism have been appropriated by center and right-wing discourses to depict accusations of 
racism as themselves the appearance of racist intent. The appropriation of anti-racist progressive 
critique by center and right-wing actors produces a rhetorical matrix where “every single point of 
critique is accepted and instrumentalized as the property of those against whom that critique was 
directed” (Pitcher). Appropriation of anti-racist discourses weaponizes signifiers of racial 
difference in the service of white supremacy while also functioning as a structure of disavowal, 
producing narratives of innocence and purity as the guiding tropes of American national identity. 
 Rhetorics of victimization are especially important for the maintenance and mutation of 
white supremacy in the age of the supposed post-racial. The election of President Barack Obama 
saw a surge in the rhetorics of white victimization, as a black man’s occupation of the highest 
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office of executive power was mobilized within reactionary rhetorics as an icon of reverse 
racism, helping constitute “[w]hiteness as an aggrieved subjectivity” (Davis, 321). Victimization 
has become not just a mechanism for responding to perceived grievances, but a positive site of 
identification, what Hughey calls a “white racial ideal,” in which whites wear racial grievances 
as “a white badge of courage that marks the battle wounds of systematically unfair treatment and 
discrimination in a world turned against them” (727). It is perhaps not surprising, then, that 
Donald Trump mobilized the rhetoric of white grievance to great effect in the 2016 election, 
offering promises of redemptive violence and strong-man authoritarianism to wrest back control 
of the United States from those racialized others which threatened to undo America’s greatness 
(Anderson). 
 The internet has become one of the primary sites for the articulation of white racial 
grievances. Despite early techno-optimistic beliefs that the decentralized, bottom-up nature of 
internet media would challenge hegemonic communication practices, racialized modes of 
subjectivity not only persist online, but mutate and magnify (Nakamura, Cybertypes). The 
visually saturated landscape of the internet provides users with a digital playground for the 
commodification and stereotyping of hyper-visible signifiers of racial difference (Nakamura, 
Digitzing Race). The visual affordances of social media in particular facilitate the sharing of 
images which traffic in well-worn racialized tropes enduring from the long history of 
enslavement and colonization, making social media a unique site for the extension for racist 
subjectivities into our contemporary post-racial moment (Nakamura, “I WILL DO 
EVERYthing”). One study of user-generated YouTube videos found that users post videos which 
traffic widely in racial stereotypes and use YouTube to proliferate racist content online (Guo and 
Harlow). White supremacists have long mobilized the pseudo-anonymous, often unregulated 
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discursive enclaves of the internet as rhetorical resources for recruitment and propaganda 
(Daniels). In particular, the internet played a key role in the widespread racial backlash to the 
Obama presidency, as social media became a site for the production and circulation of a wide 
variety of racist images and memes which painted America’s first black president as a racial 
threat to white America (Enck-Wanzer, McVey, Joseph).  
 If policing works to maintain Manichean racial hierarchies, and if the internet is a key site 
for the articulation of the white grievance cultures, rhetoricians would be well-served by 
examining digitally mediated rhetorics of race and policing. Much of the racist backlash to both 
the Obama administration and the Black Lives Matter movement occurred online, and rhetoric 
which portrayed police as innocent victims of black racism at the hands of both Obama and the 
Black Lives matter movement was central to this backlash (McVey, McVey and Woods).  This 
chapter contributes to the study of white racial victimization politics and Manichean militarism 
by examining the online visual rhetoric of the Blue Lives Matter movement.  
 Police work has, from its inception, always been a form of media work. From early 
“Rogues’ Galleries” to Bertillon’s criminal anthropometric photography, media has always 
played ‘an essential role in… activities that are constitutive of the modern policing apparatus” 
(Reeves and Packer, 360). The increasing importance of COMPSTAT and video surveillance to 
the day-to-day operations of police work have also increasingly required police to be savvy 
media laborers, capable of capturing, editing, and presenting information to a variety of 
audiences (Gates, Manning). Because many of the economic and institutional demands of news 
media traditionally required news reporters to maintain close relationships with beat cops to gain 
access for stories, policing and police power itself became a lens for the media’s interpretations 
of crime, social disorder, and urban life (Wilson). Additionally, the advent of reality television 
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and surveillance-entertainment media like COPS also provided police with new outlets for self-
presentation (Doyle). Police rely on media both as a tool for police work, as a way of 
communicating both internally and externally, and as a means of cultivating and reproducing 
culture. As John P. Crank writes, “many elements of cop culture are available through... media 
that give local agencies a national audience and provide an easily and widely accessible pool of 
cultural goods that cops select to enhance their self-image” (37).  
 More and more, police are turning to social media as a means of communication, both 
professionally and personally (Crump, Johnston & McGovern). On the one hand, social media 
makes the private lives of police officers more vulnerable to public exposition; a number of 
police have been fired after their racist social media posts and text messages were exposed to the 
public (King).  On the other hand, social media is increasingly seen as a publicity tool in the 
arsenal of police departments, a way to increase transparency and to humanize police officers to 
the public (Emberlin). Some police officers have even “gone viral,” becoming what Alice 
Marwick might call “microcelebrities,” when an everyday person enjoys widespread attention 
usually reserved for celebrities through their use of social media. Often times, officers use this 
microcelebrity as a way of combatting perceptions of police racism, such as North Little Rock 
officer Tommy Norman, the “White Cop who is Going Viral for his Police Work in Black 
Communities” (Cappucino). Social media is thus a key site for interrogating how policing 
contributes to contemporary racial formation.  
 The Blue Lives Matter media movement constitutes one attempt by police officers and 
their supporters to use social media to combat negative perceptions of police. Despite widespread 
scholarly attention to the social media activity of the Black Lives Matter movement (Bonilla, 
Yang, McVey and Woods, Harlow and Benbrook, Freelon et al), relatively little scholarly 
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attention has been paid to the Blue Lives Matter movement. David Ponton has examined how the 
trope of “blue” in Blue Lives Matter works to reconfigure and operationalize new destabilized 
racial variables, protecting white supremacy by “clothing police in blue flesh and thereby 
granting them political status as more-than-humans” (1). Mary Angela Bock and Ever Josue 
Figueroa examined both Black and Blue Lives Matter social media pages, finding that “The Blue 
Matters page expressed support not only for law enforcement but also for a tight bundle of 
authoritarian, patriarchal, religious discipline” (14). And Travis Linnemann and Corina Medley 
have looked at how the “war on cops” rhetoric of the Blue Lives Matter movement mobilizes 
discourses of terror and securitization to depict Black Lives Matter as enemy others. More work 
is necessary, though, to examine the role Blue Lives Matter played in the larger white 
victimization discourses at play in the widespread conservative backlash to the Black Lives 
Matter movement and the Obama administration. In particular, the Blue Lives Matter movement 
offers an important case study for scholars of visual culture interested in the role that online, 
visually saturated discursive enclaves play in the formation of reactionary and white supremacist 
publics online.    
Visual Dehumanization 
 Studying how specific publics are organized by affective investment in economies of 
trope means analyzing the metaphoric and metonymic connections that animate the ties which 
bind particular publics.  It also means studying how these economies of metaphor and metonymy 
emerge in the historically specific conditions of mediation which produce specific publics at 
particular moments, and how these publics become attached through practices of signification to 
the durable social forms which give shape and contour to public life. For me, that means looking 
at how the metaphor of “Blue Lives” has become a particularly salient nodal point of affective 
investment that ties together a specific, reactionary public within the online networks that 
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circulate Blue Lives discourse.  It means examining how this public metonymically rearticulates 
the meaning of Blue Lives to a variety of constantly shifting visual signifiers of sanctified and 
victimized white masculinity. It also means examining the identitarian politics of inclusion and 
exclusion which identify “Black Lives” as part of a “War on Cops”, which situate digitally 
mediates images of black bodies in protest as a grave bodily peril to Blue Lives. It also means 
looking at the adaptive visual rhetorical politics of white supremacy and antiblackness under 
post-racialism, how police power becomes metonymically articulated to visual signifiers of racial 
difference and appropriates images of black bodies in the service of an apologetics for black 
death.  
 The central argument of this chapter is that the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter 
tropologically constitutes a particular reactionary public in the service of victimized white 
masculinity through the appropriation of Black Lives Matter’s rhetoric and images of black 
bodies. Aside from the obvious appropriation of the group name and hashtag, Blue Lives Matter 
appropriates many of the rhetorical strategies of the Black Live Matter movement. In particular, 
Blue Lives Matter appropriates Black Lives Matter’s critique of visual dehumanization. By 
arguing that black people are killed for their skin color, Black Lives Matter calls into question 
white-dominated society and media’s reduction of black life to highly visible stereotypes of 
criminality. One of the consequences of this criminalization is the persistent tendency to see 
blacks as less than fully human, to reduce the messy complexity of people to the meaning of their 
skin color which arrives on sight. Dehumanization results in the denial of understanding and 
empathy, in instant judgement, in the negation of the dehumanized object's status as a mortal 
human being with complex wants, needs, and desires whose life is worth grieving when it is 
extinguished.  
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 Blue Lives Matter similarly argues that police officers are mistreated merely for their 
visual appearance, Blue Lives Matter decries the dehumanization of those in “blue”. The 
purposeful choice of "Blue," rather than say "Cop," or "Police," functions to appropriate critiques 
of color-prejudice in the service of police victimization. Ponton persuasively argues that the 
“interjection of the idea of a ‘blue minority’ was not a discursive accident, but a purposeful 
juxtaposition of police officers' sense of group racialized social status vis-à-vis other minority 
groups.” Blue works to define police as a racial identity category negatively against a whole host 
of other racialized categories which police power itself is responsible for producing through " 
quotidian, routine interactions with black subjects (and more recently, poor brown and certain-
shades-of-yellow subjects” (Ponton). Like all racial acts of naming, the “Blue” of Blue Lives 
Matter materializes a racial category through its act of enunciation, making real the social fiction 
of Blue as race. 
 In Blue Lives Matter rhetorics, the trope of dehumanization retains the connotation from 
Black Lives Matter’s anti-racist critique that police officers are denied the full recognition of 
mortality, of complex human existence, of emotion, and pain. Exemplary, in this regard, is the 
following line from a poem attached to a meme, depicting silhouettes of three police officers, 
called “Tears of a Cop Under Pressure”: “The one you feel should have no heart… The one you 
call the man in blue… But I am human just like you” (“Tears of a Cop…”) Just as Black Lives 
Matter criticizes police for only seeing black skin, and not the full human person contained 
within that skin, Blue Lives Matter criticizes activists, the public, and the media for only seeing 
Blue, rather than the complex human person underneath the uniform.  
 Here, Black Lives Matter's systemic understanding of racism as a social structure 
founded on histories of gratuitous antiblack violence, often at the hands of police, is effaced in 
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lieu of a liberal vision of racism as a judgement passed on individuals due to their membership in 
a collective, judging individuals for the color of their skin, or in this case, their uniform, rather 
than the content of their character. Individualism functions as an ideological and rhetorical cover 
for structural racism. As Eduardo Bonilla-Silva has argued, “Because whites have more power, 
their unfettered, so called individual choices help reproduce a form of white supremacy in 
neighborhoods, schools, and society in general” (84). By defining racism as the judgment of 
individuals on the basis of their group status, rather than a system which systematically 
disenfranchises groups on the basis of the social codes of race, Blue Lives Matter appropriates 
the ethical force of anti-racist critique while evacuating its political content. Blue Lives Matter’s 
rhetoric obscures the structural dynamics of police power as a force of racialization in lieu of a 
demand to judge individual officers on the basis of their actions, emphasizing attention to those 
“bad apples” who should be judged on their behavior, rather than their occupation. Individualism 
also functions as a disavowal of anti-blackness, by refocusing the attention on the behavior of an 
individual, thus obfuscating even further Black Lives Matter’s initial critique of the way that race 
perceptually determines behavior in advance for those populations who have been rhetorically 
dehumanized through racialized regimes of visual criminalization.  
 This appropriation of the critique of racial dehumanization also obfuscates policing’s 
rhetorical surfeit of humanity. Far from being dehumanized in popular rhetorics, police typically 
enjoy an excess of humanization. As Criminologist Robert Reiner notes, the dominant trend 
within media representations of police is not towards police dehumanization but rather “police 
fetishism,” organized around a “myth of police indispensability” – despite some increase in 
negative representations of police, “Overall… the prevailing representation remains positive in 
all media. The characteristic portrayal of police is as ethical and effective guardians of the 
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public” (328-239). Reverence for law enforcement is widespread and built into the basic 
grammars of American patriotism. Representations of police function metaphorically, as police 
officers become condensed stand-ins for a whole host of metonymic connections to sacrifice, 
honor, patriotism, selflessness, family, nation, and duty. Policing’s rhetorical surfeit of 
humanization bestows upon police officers a whole host of social privileges which render police 
not just human, but heroic, worthy of communal sanction and praise. Police are granted state 
funerals, honored by politicians, athletes, musicians, and subject to a whole host of patriotic 
rituals of praise and commemoration.  Blue Lives have always/already been greivable; the 
humanity of police officers has never been up for debate.  
 The surfeit of humanity at work in visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter depicts police 
simultaneously as super-human and immanently mortal. On the one hand, when police do their 
jobs, they are deemed super-heroes, protectors, warriors combatting evil. When police mess up, 
they are human beings who are flawed, make mistakes, and deserve understanding. The is 
ambivalent rhetorical posturing serves to both lionize police officers and excuse their negative 
and violent behaviors. Police are simultaneously ordinary, and thus worthy of sympathy for their 
human weakness, and extraordinary, and thus worthy of reverence, exceptional legal deference, 
and unquestioning defense in the court of public opinion. One cartoon, titled imply “Hero” 
[Figure 1], states this dual heroism and humanity simply: “A hero is an ordinary person who 
faces extraordinary circumstances and acts with courage, honor and self-sacrifice. Yup, that 
describes a police officer.” Both ordinary and extra-ordinary, immanent and transcendent, police 
officers’ heroism is rhetorically articulated through appeals to their mortality and humanity. This 
visual styling of the figure of the cop as hero-human is at play in the meme “The difference 
between us and them” [Figure 4]. This meme depicts a white, male, uniformed police officer, 
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putting his arm around a sad looking little white girl holding a teddy bear. The officer is shown 
with red, white, and blue angel wings coming out of his back, and a bald eagle looking over his 
shoulder. The cop in this image is a patriotic, heroic angel figure, a heavenly savior personified. 
Yet, while the image labors to portray the cop as a transcendent, angelic hero, the caption laid 
across the officer’s chest reads “Police are human too.” The “too,” asserts the existence of a 
generalized dehumanization of police, one which the production and circulation of this image 
hopes to combat. The ambivalent status of police as both heroic and human produces a dual 
deference to the precarious yet exceptional humanity of the police officer, including the acts of 
violence they enact to preserve both their life and the lives of those they are charged with 
protecting.   
 Constant reference to the families of law enforcement officers within the visual media 
artifacts of Blue Lives Matter discourse reinforces the surfeit of humanity. Police officer’s 
primary command, in this rhetoric, is to get back to their family at the end of shift [Figure 2]. 
Focusing on law enforcement officers' families both allows them to be seen as full human beings 
and demands absolute deference to the decisions officers make to protect themselves in order to 
maintain their imperatives to return home to their families. The body of the police officer 
becomes metonymically attached both to heteronormative family structures and to the familial 
rhetorics of nationhood. Officers protect the national family, but in so doing subject their 
personal families to the potential heartbreak of losing their loved family member. Visual 
depictions of police officers’ families [Figure 3] provide a concrete and emotionally loaded 
signification to the threat posed by the spectre of violence from the streets, working rhetorically 
to justify impulsive and reactionary violence on the part of police in the name of protecting 
themselves for the family that depends on them. References to the family of police officers is 
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also used to make the claim that police officers are dehumanized by protests, such as in a meme 
which shows two police cars, captioned “They are not the police, they are our children, our 
siblings, our spouses, our parents and our friends. Stop dehumanizing law enforcement!” (Stop 
dehumanizing law enforcement) 
 
 
[FIGURE 1, “Hero”] 
 
[FIGURE 2, “Everyone Goes 
Home,”] 
 
 
[FIGURE 3, “We Leave Our Family,”] 
 
[FIGURE 4, “The Difference 
Between Us and Them” 
 
 
 A rhetorical interrogation of the tropes of humanity and dehumanization at play in the 
Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter movements must account for the way the recognition 
of humanity is distributed unevenly. The deference called upon to think of police officers as fully 
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enfleshed human beings is rarely ever extended to the victims of police violence. The criminality 
of black victims negates the voices of family members who come forward to appeal to the 
humanity of blackness. Black victims of police violence are rarely treated as humans who are 
complex, tied to a web of family relations, who are more than just their actions in a particular 
moment. Blue Lives Matter calls for deference to the difficult decisions that officers have to 
make in the heat of the moment on the street. But little deference is granted by police to those 
who interact with officers, who are expected to think clearly and act in a non-threatening manner 
despite being accosted, harassed, having a gun pointed in their face. Police officers demand 
respect for the complex emotional lives of police officers who bleed, who have a heart, who feel 
pain. But the victims of police violence are rarely if ever granted the same respect, and police 
officers actively resist rhetorical practices which would seek to compassionately understand the 
emotional state or mental condition of the human beings slain by law enforcement. 
 Blue Lives Matter’s rhetorics of dehumanization efface the vast gulf between the 
rhetorical devaluation of the lives of black victims of police violence and the dehumanization of 
police. Police who kill blacks are often humanized at the expense of their black victims (Wing). 
As Cassandra Chaney and Ray V. Robertson write, “Whites are generally desensitized to police 
use of excessive force against African Americans in general, and African American men, in 
particular” (53). This is in part because “negative portrayals of African Americans in media have 
resulted in wanton stereotyping [and] extreme fear” (Chaney and Robertson, 52). A whole host 
of familiar tropes tend to emerge after police shootings of African Americans, where media 
describe police as complex human beings with families and emotions, and describe their victims 
as dangerous criminals whose actions invited police violence. Take, for example, the media 
profiles of Darren Wilson, the Ferguson MO police officer who shot Michael Brown, which 
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described him as a “gentle, quiet man” (DiBlasio). Meanwhile, Brown was described by the New 
York Times as “no angel” (Eligon) and instead, by Wilson himself in his grand jury testimony, 
“like a demon” (Sanburn).  
 This surfeit of humanity functions as a form of media criticism on the part of police 
officers and the publics which form in the wake of this discourse. The rhetorical demand to 
humanize police is taken up in the context of a media apparatus that supposedly dehumanizes 
them. Here, both social media and mainstream media tend to function metonymically, becoming 
rhetorically attached to a broader metaphorical “War on Cops.” Questioning or criticizing police 
is visually rendered into an assault on police, as images of dead and traumatized police bodies 
are put on display as the end result of an unappreciative society which neglects the heroic 
humanity of police officers.  
Dear Officer, I See You 
 
 
 Police and their publics are responsible for proliferating visual rhetorics which serve to 
visualize the humanity of police and combat mediated criticisms of police violence. One 
prominent example of this rhetorical surfeit of humanity is the multi-modal text, “Dear Officer, I 
See You.” From the media organization, Humanizing the Badge, a “group of creatives that is 
dedicating their talent to encouraging and supporting our Law Enforcement and their families.” 
This “open letter” to a police officer is a poem, mobilized as a multi-modal media artifact, 
manifesting as a blog post (“Dear Officer…” Blog Post), Youtube Video (Dear Officer…” 
YouTube video), and even a laminated placard ostensibly given to a police officer by a civilian 
which was then photographed and shared online in conservative, pro-Trump social media circles 
(Figure 5: “Dear Officer (Placard)”). “Dear Officer…” can be considered a primary text in the 
rhetorical economy of Blue Lives Matter. While it was started by the organization Humanize the 
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Badge, rather than the original Blue Lives Matter media organization, the blog post and 
subsequent circulations deploy the hashtags such as #bleedingblue, #bluelivesmatter, and 
#thinblueline. Also, just like the original Blue Lives Matter organization, “Dear Officer…” was, 
“Dedicated to the entire family of The Thin Blue Line… In Memory of Officer Ramos and 
Officer Liu of the New York Police Department (“Dear Officer…” Blog Post). 
 The poem, in its various mediated manifestations, constitutes for its publics an aesthetic 
regime for sensing the humanity of police, a rhetorical sensorium of affective attachment to the 
officer as an intimate feature of the hetero-patriarchal family and nation. The poem, (textually 
cited here from the blog post version), begins with a paragraph describing someone visually 
witnessing a police officer in public places, “I see you,” and shifting to increasingly intimate 
scenes of perceiving the police officer; “I hear you,” from the perspective of a law enforcement 
spouse, hearing their spouse coming home; “I feel you,” describing the intimate emotions of the 
officer, the “wetness of your tears,” the “sigh of relief when you see your little boy.” The 
gradually augmenting scenes of intimacy move from public space into that of the family, 
eventually making clear that the poem comes from the perspective of a law enforcement officer’s 
spouse.  
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[Figure 5: “Dear Officer (Placard)”] 
 
 The first paragraph of the poem, which is the only paragraph contained on the photo of 
the placard “Dear Officer, I see you,” (Figure 5) performatively enacts a form of counter-
visuality to those media apparatuses, both mainstream and social, which supposedly work to 
deny the humanity of police: “I see you being filmed every time you try to do your job.  I see you 
as you watch mainstream media crucify your character while minimizing your cause. I see that 
you are tired.  I see that you are frustrated and misunderstood.” “Mainstream media” here 
functions metaphorically as a stand-in for a broader host of metonymic connections to those 
institutions which victimize traditional (read: white, male) Americans within conservative 
discourse – P.C. culture, coastal elitism, and progressive, big-government tyranny. In “Dear 
Officer…,” the crucifixion of police is both figurative and literal, as the criticism of police 
racism by the media has itself produced a form of racism. The “racism” which Blue Lives Matter 
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decries is the idea that police are killed merely for being police officers: “I see that you are 
hurting as the world watches you bury your brothers and sisters that died because they were 
guilty of one thing; wearing a uniform with a badge.” The visual praxis of “Dear Officer…” is a 
call to see police in their full humanity, a humanity that emphasizes both the officer’s corporeal 
body and their emotional dedication to their occupational higher purpose: “I see you.  I see that 
you are flesh and bones just like me.  I see that you are a human being who has a heart that beats 
for your calling to serve and protect.” “Dear Officer,” simultaneously sanctifies police as 
warriors fighting in an eternal struggle for good and humanizes police as mortal beings whose 
corporeal existence is threatened by those who would see them as a threat.  
 “Dear Officer” stylizes defense of police against exterior criticism as an affective 
investment in the maintenance American heteronormative citizenship.  As Jasbir Puar writes, 
rhetorics about the “preservation of white American heteronormative families” have long been 
“indispensable to the promotion of an aggressive militarist, masculinist, race- and class-specific 
nationalism” (40, 41). The YouTube video “Dear Officer” oscillates back and forth between 
scenes of people, mostly white women, writing notes of affirmation and support for police on 
cardboard signs, and clips of police officers within intimate scenes of the home. Many of the 
cardboard signs read “Dear Dad,” or “Dear Husband,” signaling a familial connection between 
those writing the affirmations and those officers whose humanity is supposedly denied. The first 
(white male) police officer depicted in the video is shown arriving home after a day on the beat. 
Shot from close angles, the camera depicts the officer slowly taking off those exterior markings 
of his police identity to reveal the human being underneath – placing his utility belt, officer’s 
cap, bulletproof vest on the table, and opening the door to his child’s room, and receiving a hug 
from his worried wife.  
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 These intimate scenes of familial connection are then disrupted by the exterior forces of 
social media which not only demonize police, but put their very lives in grave danger. Social 
media, according to “Dear Officer,” threatens to destroy the officer’s family by subjecting police 
to misplaced anger and hatred: “I feel the sinking of your morale as you watch a very vocal and 
sparse opposition flood social media with their misplaced passion for their idea of justice.  I feel 
the way you look at me as you read that one more of your brothers or sisters have fallen victim to 
a hate crime.  We both know that it could be our family at any given moment.” “Dear Officer” 
simultaneously downplays the importance of social media backlash against racialized police 
violence, calling it “vocal and sparse opposition” with a “misplaced passion” instead of “justice,” 
and magnifies its importance, by claiming that it has produced such great animosity against 
police that police are now subjected to “hate crime[s]”. The use of “hate crimes” here functions 
specifically to signal police as victims of a form of oppression, analogous to racial oppression. 
As the narrator’s voice describes these “hate crime[s]”, the video shows two clips of American 
flags folded into a triangle, as if at a state funeral, being handed to two different women, and 
then clutched into their chest. Here, dead police officers, represented metonymically by the 
folded American flag, represents a traumatic loss both for the family and the nation.  
 Indeed, in “Dear Officer,” the world itself has turned against police, ostensibly making it 
increasingly difficult for police to do their jobs. As the video carries on, the police officers move 
out away from this intimate scene of the home, and back into the world. “Dear Officer,” begins 
showing the faces of more diverse police officers and more diverse supporters writing on 
placards.  The video closes with a montage of all of those who have written on the placards 
holding them up to the camera, with writing such as: “Dear Husband – thank you for being our 
HERO!”; “Dear Officer, you matter to me!”, a subtle appropriation of the “matter” within Black 
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Lives Matter rhetoric; and “Dear Officer, Thank you for keeping ALL our kids safe.” Most of the 
signs contain some form of the hashtag #WeSeeYou, gesturing out for viewers to participate in a 
broader social media campaign of police recognition. Indeed, the very act of showing these users 
each engaging in their own unique message around the replicable #WeSeeYou hashtag mimics 
the participatory nature of repetitive, spreadable media. While the police family members are 
holding up signs, the officers in the video are depicted putting their blue uniforms back on, 
suiting up, and getting ready to face a world which, according to “Dear Officer,” is making it 
harder for them to do their jobs.  
 I need you.  We need you.  America needs you.  I know that the world isn’t making it any 
 easier for you to wake up with the same passion you had when you first started… But, I 
 also know that won’t stop you.  What the world seems to forget is that you don’t suit up 
 every day for their approval…. You’ve chosen to be a warrior and warriors don’t hang up 
 their hats because of the opinion of someone else. 
 
The intimate, affective connection with the familial scene of the white male police officer and his 
wife resolves into a political statement of patriotic necessity, a rhetorical apologia for a warrior 
culture engaged in Manichean struggle against evil, regardless of those who would criticize. 
Appropriating images of Black Bodies  
 The rhetorical purchase of the appropriation of Black Lives Matter’s critique of visual 
dehumanization is to turn criticism into a marker of oppression. Not only are Black Lives Matter 
activists wrong to accuse police of racism, they are actively figured within Blue Lives Matter 
rhetoric as new racial antagonists, reinstating racial divides and producing a new form of reverse 
racism against police, who are now the primary victims of racism. It is perhaps no surprise then, 
that images of black bodies constitute an important part of Blue Lives Matter’s rhetorical 
armature. The depiction of police as victims of racial oppression functions as a rhetorical 
strategy to negotiate the discursive constraints of our ostensibly post-racial moment. By aligning 
images of black bodies, broadly understood as visual signifiers of oppressed populations, with 
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the Blue Lives Matter movement, Blue Lives Matter uses the rhetorical purchase of critiques of 
anti-black racism to stand in for anti-blue discrimination. However, because this tenuous 
rhetorical embrace of blackness operates in tandem with a pernicious framework of white 
supremacist and antiblack policing, it must justify the privileging of a few, exceptional black 
bodies and voices while reveling in the normalized gratuitous violence against brown and black 
bodies and the silencing of black voices rising in protest against the police.  
 Within the visual rhetorical registers of Blue Lives Matter, images of black bodies are 
primarily mobilized to forward a rhetorical dialectic separating good blacks from bad blacks, or 
heroes from thugs. The “heroes” mobilized visually within Blue Lives Matter discourse are black 
police officers, black military officers [Figure 6], black LEO families, and blacks who support 
police. Black civilians who support police officers often enjoy a degree of micro-celebrity, 
circulated in viral videos and images in conservative and pro-police online discursive 
communities.  Take, for example, Will Stack, the National Guard officer turned viral 
phenomenon who posted a video on his Facebook defending police from criticism and calling for 
understanding after he was stopped by a white police officer in South Carolina (Landau). Or, the 
photo of Kim Mukakya, a black woman from New Orleans who was pictured praying on the side 
of the road with a police officer, an image that went viral after the killing of police officers in 
Dallas (“Photo of Woman Praying…”). The visual alignment of these black bodies with the 
institution of the police rhetorically works to disavow Black Lives Matter’s structural critique of 
policing as an institution of white supremacy.  
 The “thugs” – the “bad” blacks referenced within pro-police online enclaves – 
are, most prominently, criminals and those killed by police violence. However, the visual 
criminalization of blackness also extends beyond those who have committed some illegal act, 
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and towards Black Lives Matter activists, prominent black critics of police such as Jesse Jackson, 
Al Sharpton, and Barack Obama, and the families of those black persons killed by police. What 
divides heroes from thugs are the choices that individuals make and the good or bad upbringing 
that they receive from their families. Here, the ideology of liberal individualism conjoins with 
white supremacist pathologization of black families to situate police violence within a rhetoric of 
innocence, absolving police of guilt by displacing that guilt on the victims of police violence and 
the dereliction of black life writ large. The racialized complex of police violence is naturalized, 
made the inevitable result of the behavior of those who interact with the police. The agency of 
police officers in engaging in violence is written off, violence rendered necessary and expected 
as a response. “Racism isn’t the problem,” one meme with the Thin Blue Line American flag 
declares, “Behavior is” [Figure 7, “Racism isn’t the problem”]. Often, the task of lecturing black 
families and crime victims about their behavior is visually delegated to black police officers, 
depicted in memes such as those below [Figure 8, Figure 9], with attached textual justifications 
for police violence as an expected and necessary response to violence that could had been 
prevented had black fathers simply taken responsibility for their children. The exemplary blacks 
mobilized visually in Blue Lives Matter’s online spheres of discourse work to paint those blacks 
decrying the racial inequities of policing as merely a vocal minority with misplaced anger. 
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[FIGURE 6, “I’m a Cop, I’m HUMAN”] 
 
 
 
[FIGURE 7, “Racism Isn’t the Problem”] 
 
[FIGURE 8: “You Cannot point a gun,”]  
 
 
[FIGURE 9: “Courageous”] 
 
 
 The visual binary between “heroes” and “thugs” is on full display in the below meme 
[FIGURE 10], shared on Twitter with the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag. On the left, an unnamed 
black police officer killed in the line of duty defending his community from a “thug with a gun,” 
on the right, an unnamed “thug” who “died pointing a gun at a hero.” The “thug” depicted here is 
Pierre Loury, shot and killed by police in Chicago. Witnesses have reported that Loury was shot 
trying to scale a fence. His death sparked protests by a variety of groups, including Chicago’s 
Black Lives Matter activists. A federal wrongful death lawsuit filed by Loury’s family alleges 
that Loury was killed without lawful justification, another example of Chicago PD’s “long-
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standing racist practices” (Myers).  The “hero” is police Officer Jacai Colson, a detective from 
Prince George County who was killed on the line of duty in a firefight with three black suspects, 
all brothers, one of whom reports suggest initiated a firefight outside of a police station because 
he planned to die in the altercation (“Fallen Prince George’s Co…”). Intriguingly, while the 
meme references Colson “defending [his] community from a thug with a gun,” it omits entirely 
that Colson was killed by friendly fire, shot accidentally not by the “thug” with the gun, but by 
police officers themselves. This meme constitutes a visual apparatus for parsing the legitimacy of 
black rage for white audiences, a technique of visuality which renders the pain and suffering of 
blacks who organize in the face of injustice illegible to those white audiences. The 
decontextualized black bodies on display here are marked by instantly recognizable visual 
stereotypes dividing black life for white audiences along a dialectic of patriotic heroism and 
thuggish criminality – the black man standing in uniform in front of a flag against the young, 
tattooed black man holding up a pistol to the camera.  
 While the meme correctly suggests that the economies of outrage on the part of Black 
Lives Matter protesters weighed heavily in the favor of Loury, it effaces the context out of which 
these economies of outrage emerge. Specifically, the reason why Black Lives Matter activists are 
outraged by Loury’s death and not Colson’s is because these economies of outrage are structured 
materially by the generalized impunity of police violence against black populations. Those 
responsible for starting the shootout which lead to the death of Officer Colson have been 
apprehended and will be charged to the fullest extent of the law. The officer responsible for 
killing Loury had their name shielded from public police by the Chicago P.D. and was placed on 
paid desk duty (Rivera). Due to the police officer’s accusation that Loury was pointing a gun, a 
fact unsubstantiated by eyewitnesses on the scene, yet presumed as necessarily true by this 
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meme, that officer will likely never see any punishment for his actions. A Task Force on Police 
Accountability started by Chicago Mayor Rahm Emmanuel found that police in Chicago 
rampantly target black and brown populations with extreme, lethal force, displaying a complete 
disregard “for the sanctity of life when it comes to people of color” (Babwin and Keyser). Police 
impunity is paradigmatic, rather than exceptional. Police in the U.S. have killed thousands, are 
rarely ever charged, and even more infrequently found guilty (Kindy and Kelly). Outrage is born 
not simply of violence, but the perpetual neglect and inattention to that violence by the justice 
system. This meme flattens those scales of social inequity by creating a visual hierarchy of black 
life through decontextualized images of good and bad black bodies. Memes like this constitute a 
site of repetitive investment for publics to traffic in well-worn tropes of phobia and philia – fear 
and hatred of those black criminals who threaten the blue, and reverence for those black bodies 
in blue who either punish those other derelict black bodies or die trying. 
 
[Figure 10 “Whose Life Mattered?”: 
(@bellatrikslaroo). 
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 Images of black law enforcement officers offer a unique visual reservoir of affective 
attachment for white supremacist publics constituted through symbolic trafficking in rhetorical 
apologia for black death. To hear and read repetitive justifications for the killing of blacks by 
police, accompanied by images of black police officers, allows white pro-police publics to see 
black death as authorized by the rhetorical commands, both visual and textual, of blackness 
itself. It also offers a particularly forceful hydraulic mechanism for the affective currents of 
reverse racism rhetoric, relying on the fungible symbolic connection between blackness and 
oppression to perform the heavy lifting required to render criticism of racism into racism itself. 
To criticize police for racism rendered an attack on the blackness of these exceptional police 
officers. By establishing a repetitive symbolic connection between images of iconic black police 
officers and claims for the legitimacy of police power, police officers and conservative content 
creators have created an easy affective pathway for linking any public discourse which criticizes 
police violence as an attack on a multiracial institution of the American nation, and indeed, an 
attack on blackness itself.  
Blue Racism 
 
 Perhaps nowhere are the perverse affective machinations of the visual appropriation of 
black bodies by police on display as prominently as in the viral video “Blue Racism.” “Blue 
racism” is a YouTube video produced by the Sergeants Benevolent Association of the NYPD 
(NYPD Sergeants Benevolent Association, “Blue Racism).  The Sergeants Benevolent 
Association (SBA) is a police union and political advocacy organization for police Sergeants in 
New York City. The SBA informally functions as a proxy publicity outlet for NYPD officers, 
and has taken up an active role on social media, defending police from what they perceive to be 
“progressive political agendas” that have supposedly resulted “in an increase in citywide crime 
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and the savage murders of four police officers during a 10 month span beginning in December 
2014” (NYPD Sergeants Benevolent Association, “Legacy of Service”). Joining the chorus of 
conservative and pro-police content producers reacting to Black Lives Matter protests with 
online rhetorics of police victimization and innocence, the SBA can be firmly situated within the 
digital milieu of #BlueLivesMatter.  
 “Blue Racism” extends the rhetorical appropriation of Black Lives Matter rhetoric vis a 
vis the visual dehumanization trope – this time by depicting police officers as subject to an 
analogous form of “color prejudice”– prejudice against those who wear the blue uniform. The 
Blue Racism video begins with a narrator asking: " what do you see?" Then, as the sound of a 
camera shutter flashes, the video displays pictures of a diverse group of police officers dressed in 
uniform. The video heavily features black police officers, especially black women. "Son, 
daughter, mother, father, aunt, uncle, or cousin; neighbor, coach, member of your church 
congregation, community volunteer?" The narrator continues: "The average person doesn't see 
those things that make me human; they don't even label me based on being African-American, 
Latino, Asian, Caucasian, and so on, they tend to see an even broader stereotype through an even 
more racist lens when they look at me: they see blue." Here, to be blue is a form of visual 
dehumanization - the reduction of police to their uniform. Not only is blue racism as bad as 
actual racism, the video argues: it's actually worse! Racism against the blue is “even more racist” 
because officers are not seen as racially marked people, but as objects, their uniforms.   
 Then, the video cuts to a news clip of Micah Johnson, the black man who shot and killed 
police officers in Dallas, Texas during a Black Lives Matter protest, interspersed with clips of a 
fringe group of protestors chanting about dead cops, rioters destroying police cars, and news 
clips of Miosotis Familia, a black woman NYPD cop who was ambushed, shot, and killed in 
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2017. The rapid-fire transition between clips of a dead black woman police officer, images of 
peaceful but angry protesters, rioters, and black police assassins creates a metonymic chain of 
associations between protesting police and engaging in violence against police, which condenses 
around the metaphor of blue racism. The discursive imaginary of the SBA is constituted through 
prior symbolic economies which have routinized the linkages between blackness and criminality. 
The whole discursive constellation of conservative “War on Cops” rhetoric provides a repertoire 
of signification, wherein repetitive patterns of association produce slippery linkages between 
black protest, black crime, and anti-police violence. Images of black bodies animate both the 
affective charge of racist discourse, the enjoyment white audiences take from vilifying and 
rendering punishable black bodies, and the affective charge of the innocence, the enjoyment 
white audiences take in the repetitive disavowal of white racism. 
 "Because I am blue, increasingly, I am vilified," the narrator declares, as the montage 
cuts to an image of white NYPD police officer Hugh Barry being "sentenced".  Barry’s 
“vilification” refers here to the fact that he was charged with 2nd degree murder for shooting 
Deborah Danner, a 66 year old, schizophrenic black woman inside her Bronx home. Note also, 
that the image says he is being "Sentenced" with 2nd degree murder, 1st and 2nd degree 
manslaughter, and criminally negligent homicide. Actually, Barry was not being sentenced in 
that image, because Barry's trial had not yet taken place. Barry was simply indicted on a murder 
charge by the grand jury. There was, at the time, no guarantee that Barry would indeed be 
convicted. Additionally, Barry's murder charge is the first time a DA is seeking a murder 
indictment against an NYPD police officer since the 1999 trial of the killers of Amadou Diallo, a 
black man who was shot 41 times (Rayman et al). Indeed, Barry was eventually acquitted of all 
charges by the judge in his bench trial, providing yet another example of how police kill black 
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people in the U.S. with utter impunity. Following his acquittal, the NYPD SBA decried the fact 
that he even ever faced charges, demanding apologies from Mayor Bill de Blasio and NYPD 
Commissioner James O’Neill for having ever brought the charges in the first place (Dedaj). 
 The mere act of putting an officer on trial for killing a mentally ill black woman is 
deemed by the SBA to be an act of vilification. There is a perverse irony in the fact that the 
bodies of black women police officers are mobilized in this video as a sign of those who are 
victimized by the supposedly dehumanizing act of calling to justice a white officer for the killing 
of black women. The bodies of good black women, those who wear blue and serve their nation, 
are visually articulated as that which is threatened by those angry activists and media elite who 
would challenge the police's impunity in murdering bad black women, the black disabled woman 
who is left off screen now threatens the freedom of a member of the blue brotherhood.  
 The video then continues the visual & rhetorical labor of establishing metonymic 
associations between black protest and anti-blue terror. The video splices together a news clip 
about an NYPD officer being attacked by a meat-cleaver wielding ISIS terrorist, Mayor Bill-
Deblasio giving a speech, Rev Jesse Jackson leading a group of black protesters, and cops being 
denied service at a Whataburger. Here, police are rendered victims from a full-scale assault at all 
levels, from micro-aggressions at a restaurant, to the graphic extreme of Islamic terror, to 
supposed political elites like Jesse Jackson and Bill DeBlasio, themselves popular targets of 
conservative, pro-police, anti-black, anti-government and anti-progressivist discourse. The 
metonymic linkages between Islamic terror, a society which has declined in its polite reverence 
for its supposed patriotic heroes, and images of powerful black political elites all depict an image 
of conservative, masculine white society in decline and under attack.  
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 The narrator then declares: "Still, I'm sworn to protect our community from injustice, in 
spite of broad-brush attacks generalizations and assumptions by college professors, politicians, 
community activists, merchants, and violence from people who I am committed to serving. And 
in spite of being afraid to proudly say in my private life that I am blue for fear of physical injury 
death or the safety of my loved ones."  As the Narrators voice finishes saying "loved ones," an 
image flashes across the screen of a black woman and two young children, Officer Familia's 
family, at her funeral standing in front of an image of the fallen officer. The video ends with an 
appeal to recognize that cops are humans too, that they have dreams and aspirations outside of 
their job, that they have families and play roles in their communities: The Narrator implores: 
"surely we haven't lost our ability for civil discourse grounded in mutual respect.  I remain 
committed to our community. Can you see me for who I really am?" It is difficult to take the 
SBA’s claim to desire civil discourse grounded in mutual respect seriously, when images of 
Mayor DeBlasio and Rev. Jackson are visually rendered coterminous with mugshots of Micah 
Johnson, when the thousands of peaceful voices declaring that black lives do indeed matter are 
presumed to be in chorus with those calling for the death of police, when the threat of a white 
cop standing trial for the murder of an elderly black woman is deemed analogous the threat of a 
black woman cop being ambushed on the street. Civil discourse is impossible when criticism is 
deemed to be attack. The space for mutual respect and disagreement is foreclosed when those 
you are debating against, and those you are sworn to protect, are deemed to be enemies engaging 
in warfare against you.   
 
Erasure of Black Women’s Voices  
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 Within the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter, the bodies of black women police 
officers are often mobilized as highly visible icons of the oppression of police by a society that 
misunderstands them and calls them racist. Black women’s bodies, with their engrained symbolic 
associations with universal narratives of oppression (Johnson) provide the visual evidence that 
those who are accusing police of racism are themselves racist. Paradoxically, though, the hyper-
visibility of black women within the visual rhetorics of #BlueLivesMatter contributes to the 
pernicious erasure of black women’s voices, including the voices of black women police 
officers. Nicole R. Fleetwood has productively demonstrated how the hyper-visibility of iconic 
black bodies has paradoxically rendered black women invisible through the persistent denial of 
their claims to subjectivity. Within the visual rhetorics of Blue Lives Matter, black women police 
become hyper-visible icons which render illegible both the pain and suffering of black women 
victims of police and the interstitial voices of black women police officers who render public 
testimony regarding racism and sexism within cultures of policing.  
 Black women are subjected to unique and pernicious forms of violence at the hands of 
police. Yet, police violence against black women is often omitted from public conversations 
about race and the criminal justice system (Dionne). Black men often become the hyper-visible 
icon of police brutality, erasing the distinct ways that the criminal justice system doles out 
violence to black women. Women are the fastest growing segment of the prison population, and 
black women are incarcerated at rates four times that of white women (“Women of Color & 
Prisons”). As Chaney and Robertson forcefully declare, “the mass media attention given to the 
murder of Black men, unfortunately, renders the murder of Black women virtually invisible” 
(62). In addition to extrajudicial killings, black women and women of color are especially 
susceptible to sexual violence and harassment at the hands of police, a form of violence that 
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often goes unreported due to fear of reprisal. Queer and trans women of color are uniquely 
vulnerable to violence and mistreatment by police officers. In 2014, Oklahoma City police 
officer Daniel Holtzclaw was indicted for the rape and sexual assault of thirteen black women, 
and found guilty on thirty-six charges of involving eight of those women. While Holtzclaw is a 
stark and visible example of gratuitous sexual violence and abuse of black women by police 
officers, his case is far from an exception to the rule. Holtzclaw’s case is distinct from the 
widespread instances of sexual violence by police officers against brown and black women only 
insofar as he was caught and brought to justice (Ritchie). As Andrea J. Ritchie declares, “The 
widespread, systemic, and almost routine nature of police sexual violence remains largely 
invisible to the public eye.”  
 Blue Lives Matter’s visual appropriation of black bodies functions as a unique erasure of 
this racialized and gendered violence. The hyper-visibility of the bodies of “bad” black men 
within Blue Lives Matter renders invisible the violence enacted against the bodies of black 
women, those such as Korryn Gaines, Natasha McKenna, Natisha Anderson, and other black 
women killed by police. However, the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter not only make this 
violence invisible, it enlists black bodies in an open apologetics for that violence. Blue Lives 
Matter was responsible for circulating, both on their website and their Facebook page the 
“report” by conservative investigative journalist Michelle Malkin which asked: “But what if 
[Holtzclaw] didn’t do it?” (Chief Habanero). Malkin’s report draws on the tropes of 
victimization, persecution, and innocence which saturate the symbolic economy of Blue Lives 
Matter to paint Holtzclaw (as a representative of police writ large) as the victim of a vast 
conspiracy by social justice warriors and their elite supporters in the government and media. 
Here, the public outcry about Holtzclaw is metonymically linked to the “War on Cops,” a 
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metaphoric stand-in for the supposed oppression cops face, an oppression which is secured 
visually by through its metonymic association with bodies of black women police like Miosotis 
Familia. Black women become part of the visual symbolic economy used by Blue Lives Matter 
to justify widespread violence against black women.  
 Not only does Blue Lives Matter’s appropriation function as an erasure of police violence 
against black women, it also erases the voice of black women police officers who would 
challenge the totalizing narratives of Blue Lives Matter’s Manichean worldview. One such voice 
is that of Nakia Jones, the Warrensville Heights Police Officer who posted a video response to 
the shooting of Alton Sterling in 2016 which quickly went viral (Amatulli). In that video, Jones 
tells of the unique position that she experiences as someone who occupies both a black body and 
a blue uniform: “…not only am I the mother of two African American sons, and have African 
American nephews and I have brothers — I am also a person who wears the uniform with the 
blue.” Far from repeating the rhetorics of innocence and purity which so often emanate out of 
those who identify with as “blue,” Jones calls out police officers who murder those who fear 
people who look differently than them: “I’m African American and I’m a female. I’m here 
because I wanted to make a difference, but how dare you stand next to me in the same uniform 
and murder somebody. How dare you? You oughta be ashamed of yourself. So why don’t we 
just keep it real: If you are that officer that knows good and well you’ve got a god complex; you 
are afraid of people who don’t look like you — you have no business in that uniform. Take it 
off…. You have no business being a police officer.” Jones disturbs the fantasies of the Blue 
Lives Matter movement by demonstrating that the absolutist, Manichean attitude which situates 
Blue on the side of good and Black on the side of evil, forecloses the existence of her black body 
in its blue uniform.  
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 The voice of Officer Jones matters. The voices of the many black women police like her, 
officers who have spoken out against racism and sexism by police, matter. Often neglected 
within discussions of racist police violence are the voices of black women police officers like 
Yulanda Williams, an officer from San Francisco who was rebuked by and subsequently quit her 
police union after testifying about racism within the department for a Blue Ribbon Panel in 2016. 
Williams, who originally joined the force because she was critical of how police were patrolling 
her neighborhood and thought she could make the institution better, declares, "I am always going 
to be black but I am only blue as long as I continue to wear the uniform” (Smith). These officers’ 
voices work at the interstices of the fierce Manichean antagonisms which have worked to situate 
criticism of police as an attack on police and all they stand for. Their voices resist the 
decontextualizing visual appropriation of black women police officers’ bodies by victimized 
white publics in the service of over-simplified narratives of police as icons of white 
victimization. Speaking with the ethos and cultural cache granted by the blue uniform, they bear 
witness to that which is repetitively disavowed within the reactionary, hyper-conservative online 
circles of Blue Lives Matter, that black bodies experience racism at the hands of police.  
` Yet, I recognize that in privileging the voices of black women officers like Jones and 
Williams, I risk trafficking in the very practices of negrophilic appropriation that I am critiquing. 
Are Jones and Williams not functioning for my white, progressive, critical lens as visual 
exemplar of “good blacks,” those demonstrating the possibility of post-racial remediation of 
racism through better police practices? Might the affirmation of these voices of black women 
police crowd out other black women’s voices, such as prison abolitionists like Angela Davis who 
call not for more diverse representation within policing but rather the abolition of the system of 
criminal punishment itself? Or Assata’s Daughters, a group of black women prison abolitionists 
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fighting “for strong, well-resourced communities that keep people safe and make police and 
prisons obsolete”? (Assata’s Daughters).  
 Inevitably, anti-racist rhetorical criticism on the part of white critics will involve forms of 
racial desire which arise out of the symbolic economies of race which those critics seek to 
challenge.  Desire for the other and its attendant signifiers, like all desire, emerges from a subject 
position defined in advance of the subject’s agential opening unto the world. The weighted 
histories of race, class, gender, ability, etc. bear down upon subjects, functioning as a 
transhistorical constraint on the emergence of new rhetorical practices and modes of 
relationality. To take seriously the trenchant claims forwarded by the afro-pessimist turn in black 
studies is to entertain the possibility that the world itself, down to the basic structures of 
language and ontology which shape the human being’s relation to that world, are structured 
racially by anti-blackness. The idea that new forms of rhetorical relation could possibly emerge 
that are free of the affective baggage of racialized subject formation is pure fantasy. In a world 
structured by anti-blackness and white supremacy, by the long histories white supremacist, 
capitalist, heteropatriarchy, it is impossible to imagine intersubjective relations unencumbered by 
these given power imbalances.  
 The revolutionary contribution of a structuralist grammar of race is an understanding of 
how all subjects are constituted through affective investment in white supremacy and 
antiblackness. If race is a structure, we are all situated within it. For whites doing anti-racist 
work, that means that the desires which compel critiques of racism inevitably emerge out of the 
forms of race which are themselves being critiqued.  Yet, because the world itself is rooted in 
white supremacy and antiblackness, because the very symbolic economy out of which imaginary 
practices of anti-racism emerge, racist practices free from the taint of racism exist exclusively 
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within the Real, the ineffable, that which cannot be imagined due to the structure of language 
itself. When confronted with the inevitable entanglements of racial (and racist) desire at work in 
their own scholarship, the response by white scholars must not be to stop doing anti-racist 
scholarship. Instead, white scholars are uniquely obligated to double-back, to dwell 
uncomfortably within these tensions, to make noticeable the rhetorical impossibilities which 
constitute the irreducible bar between anti-racist scholarship and non-racist scholarship. When 
asked to choose between Assata’s Daughters and Officer Jones, or Angela Davis and Officer 
Williams, our task must be to say both/and, to listen to the critique from within the institution of 
the police while also pointing to its exterior limit.   
 At the end of her foundational essay “Eating the Other,” bell hooks wrestles with the 
question of how to negotiate the double-bind of anti-racist desire and the commodification of 
racialized otherness. How can it be true that pleasurable “acknowledgement and exploration of 
racial difference” constitutes a “challenge to white supremacy, to various forms of racial 
dominance,” while at the same time “cultural, ethnic, and racial differences will be continually 
commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white palate”? (380). For hooks, an 
answer resides in the unsettling and unsettled examination of these tensions of subjectivity and 
desire, an unceasing interrogation of “the distinction between cultural appropriation and cultural 
appreciation” (380). We must, hooks argues, “begin to conceptualize and identify the ways that 
desire informs our political choices and affiliations,” precisely because desire for the other is 
ambivalent; desire “disrupts, subverts, and makes resistance possible” (hooks, 380). The sin of 
racialized desire is not its mere existence, for that sin is originary, born of the world’s initial fall 
into enslavement and colonization. The sin of racialized desire is that we may “accept these new 
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images uncritically,” leaving the desire of racial otherness and its role in the sustenance of white 
supremacist racial formations unacknowledged.  
  
Conclusion 
 
 This chapter has contributed to this unsettling and unsettled interrogation of the role of 
racial appropriation by white audiences, looking at the central role that Blue Lives Matter played 
in articulating the politics of racial backlash and white grievance for a number of conservative, 
pro-police publics. There are a number of reasons why scholars of communication, rhetoric, and 
media should care about the visual rhetoric of the Blue Lives Matter Movement. The visual 
rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter uses images and videos of victimized police, along with images of 
both “good” and “bad” black bodies, to mobilize support for a culture of militarism, policing, 
and the violent, anti-democratic trends within mainstream conservatism. Blue Lives Matter 
facilitated the right’s open hostility towards activists, journalists, the media, courts, and 
politicians who would seek to place limits on police violence. It emerged out of and the 
evolution of symbolic economies of white victimization which allowed police to stand in for 
broader white grievances against the conjunctural moment of the post-racial.  
 The Manichean victimization narrative of the Blue Lives Matter movement short-circuits 
any possible attempt at deliberation or civil dialogue over racism in the criminal justice system. 
All critique of police tactics or training is rendered into attack, and those issuing the critiques are 
deemed to be a criminal element, one which actively seeks the destruction of police and the 
society they are sworn to protect. To criticize or second-guess a police officer is understood to 
put police in harm’s way, and to do so from a lofty position of privilege relative to the police 
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officer whose vulnerable body is in constant danger from the ever-present threat of violence, 
disorder, and criminality, the enemy on the other side of the Thin Blue Line. 
 Studying the tangled web of images and videos through which the visual culture of Blue 
Lives Matter emerged online gives rhetorical scholars a better idea of how digital and social 
media gets mobilized in the service of white victimization and racial backlash. The visually 
saturated digital interfaces of social media provide a site for the habitual investment of publics in 
tropes of racialization. However, beyond simply working to spread negative images of people of 
color, social media also constituted a site for white publics to appropriate images of nonwhite 
bodies in the service of a politics of white racial grievance. The visual symbolic currency of 
blackness helped facilitate the routinized patterns of symbolic association which rendered legible 
the charge that critiques of police constitute a form of racist oppression. In so doing, the 
tropological economy of Blue Lives Matter became a key site through which the post-racial was 
policed.  
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CHAPTER 3 – END OF WATCH AND THE VISUAL RHETORIC OF POLICE 
SURVEILLANCE CINEMA 
 
Introduction  
  
 This chapter examines the 2012 film End of Watch by director David Ayer. In Ayer’s 
gritty take on the buddy-cop genre, an interracial crime fighting duo, made up of white Los 
Angeles Police Department (LAPD) Officer Brian Taylor (Jake Gyllenhaal), and Latinx LAPD 
Officer Mike Zavala (Michael Peña), take on the tough black and Latinx street gangs of Los 
Angeles, all while Taylor films their day-to-day exploits on a series of cameras whose footage is 
assumed to be much of what the viewer sees on screen. End of Watch is situated at the nexus of 
cultural concerns about surveillance, policing, and race. The film, both in form and content, is as 
much about urban life lived under constant surveillance as it is about the officers themselves. 
The film’s cinematography relies on a “faux documentary” style, wherein the footage is meant to 
look like it was shot on cameras that would be naturally present in the urban environment 
(Landler 2012). In this regard, the film can be read as a cinematic response to what David 
Murakami Wood calls the “increasing ubiquity of technologies of visibility” in the contemporary 
cityscape (2014). The film has been variably described as a “big sloppy wet French kiss to the 
L.A.P.D., tongue swirl and all,” wherein “most of the dying is done by the racialized other” 
(“Movie Review – End of Watch…”), and by a self-identified LAPD officer as “probably the 
most accurate depiction of life as an LAPD officer” (Bigcitypolice06 2012). End of Watch, with 
its prominent use of surveillance footage and its depiction of violent racial antagonism between 
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gangs and police, is a crucial test case for understanding the relationship between race and 
surveillance in contemporary police cinema.  
 This chapter situates End of Watch within the visual economies of the post-racial and its 
attendant backlash. Despite being released two years prior to the 2014 advent of the Blue Lives 
Matter media organization, I argue in this chapter that End of Watch can be understood as a sort 
of ur-text of Blue Lives Matter. That is to say, End of Watch precedes and rehearses the cultural 
scripts through which Blue Lives Matter and its associated publics respond to racialized crises of 
visibility.  Not only does End of Watch become a powerful cultural reference in the visual 
rhetorics of the Blue Lives Matter movement, the tropes it deploys also constitute part of the 
symbolic economy through which police will come to rhetorically articulate body-mounted 
police cameras and other police surveillance media as a response to crises of police visibility. 
Specifically, End of Watch relies on surveillance media, including the use of a cinema-quality 
body-mounted cameras, to immerse the viewer into the world of the police officer through a 
rhetorical labor of intimate realism. Visual surveillance technology in End of Watch sutures 
together zones of private intimacy and public terror, as the cameras of both officers and criminals 
capture the white and Latinx protagonists’ constant movement between banal moments of day-
to-day life with their families (both biological and fraternal), and constant bodily threat by the 
insurgent, counter-visual practices of brown, black, and queer bodies.  End of Watch, made in 
concert with the LAPD and intended to provide viewers with a realistic look at life through the 
eyes (or camera) of a police officer, shows how police as media workers both draw on and 
reproduce visual symbolic economies of race, gender, and sexuality. These economies provide 
police and their supportive publics with a repertoire of response to the threat to the symbolic 
authority of police power posed by dispersed surveillance technology. End of Watch shows how 
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dispersed police surveillance technology, such as body-mounted police cameras, respond to a 
fragmented world of uncontrollable visibility by suturing the objectivity of visual surveillance to 
the (super)mortal, (extra)human body of police.  
 This chapter situates End of Watch within the context of what Jared Sexton calls 
multiracialism, a hegemonic articulation of difference inherent to the post-Civil Rights United 
States wherein fantasies of interracial intimacy and institutional diversification posit the 
transcendence of monoracial purity as a transcendence of racism (Amalgamation Schemes).  
Multiracialism, as understood by Jared Sexton, is a rhetorical and political structure developed in 
the post-Civil Rights era for disciplining claims of racial justice by an appeal to multiracial 
coalition politics and interracial intimacy. Sexton argues, “Given the historical definition of 
racial whiteness as a state of purity… to be deemed multiracial is already to be deemed 
nonwhite, multiracial identification is more accurately described as an assertion of distinction 
from "monoracial" people of color” (Amalgamation Schemes, 80-81). Multiracialism labors 
under the illusion that contemporary racial antagonism occurs primarily through monoracial 
solidarity on the part of nonwhites. On the contrary, white supremacy not only survives 
alongside multiculturalism, but instead thrives by its demonstrated “tolerance for multiracial 
formations” (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes, 12). By depicting monoracial solidarity in general, 
and black solidarity in particular, as a form of outdated racial anachronism, multiracialism 
polices the freedom practices of racially oppressed populations while proclaiming the moral high 
ground of anti-racist struggle. By making visible normalized and heteronormative practices of 
interracial intimacy, while simultaneously policing hyper-visible signifiers of racialized 
criminality and queer insurgency, multiracialism sustains racist police practices while 
simultaneously simulating the progressive transcendence of racism through the maintenance of 
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multicultural civil society. End of Watch demonstrates how surveillance technology’s dual 
capacities for voyeuristic penetration into intimate spheres of private life and for securitizing 
deviant criminality in public space (Perampalam 2014: 216, 227) are central to the twinning of 
sex and violence at work in the policing practices of heteronormative multiracial citizenship.  
 The chapter proceeds in four subsequent sections. In the first, I look at how body camera 
technology has arrived on the contemporary scene as a cultural response to crises of police 
visibility, and how police conceive of body cameras as a technology for managing the decline of 
policing’s symbolic authority. Second, I examine some of the current literature on the cinematic 
depiction of police and police surveillance, and show how End of Watch both builds upon and 
departs from these cinematic genres. I look at a variety of elements from the film’s production 
which labored to craft End of Watch as a visual artifact of intimate realism. Fourth, I engage in a 
close reading of the film. This close reading follows the way surveillant media constitutes a 
space of narrative action which situates viewers between scenes of heteronormative multiracial 
intimacy and queer monoracial terror. Finally, in the conclusion, I look at how End of Watch 
reverberates in the visual culture of the post-racial and its policing, situating the film as an ur-
text of the Blue Lives Matter movement.  
Body-Mounted Police Cameras and Crises of Police Visibility 
 
 At least two key historical developments have challenged the hegemonic authority of 
police power: infoglut, and ubiquitous surveillance. “Infoglut” is the name Marc Andrejevic 
gives to the massive expansion of public availability of information, augmented at least in part 
by technological increases in data capture, storage and processing power. The availability of 
huge quantities of data on any given subject produces a discursive universe of proliferating 
micro-narratives, wherein the symbolic purchase of any one meta-narrative or any one claim on 
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the truth is dealt a death by a thousand paper-cuts of counter-information. This is what 
Andrejevic describes as the decline of symbolic efficiency, the retreat of the social authority of 
the state, the church, and all social actors whose legitimacy relied on the symbolic codes and 
metanarratives of Western humanism. With the rise of Infoglut, the death of God enters warp 
speed.  
 Ubiquitous surveillance is how David Murakami Wood describes the omnipresence of 
popularized surveillance technology, distributed throughout contemporary built environments.  
The dispersed proliferation of surveillance technology under conditions of ubiquitous 
surveillance produce a fragmentation of the visual; far from crafting a singular panotpic vision, 
ubiquitous surveillance has magnified the scope of available visual claims on the truth, 
augmenting the ambivalent status of the visual as both a means for accessing the truth of what 
really happened in a given situation and a distracting, flawed mode of human perception. 
 Police have long enjoyed a monopoly on symbolic authority within pubic rhetorics of 
crime and social order (Wilson). Prior to the era of ubiquitous surveillance and dispersed visual 
recording technology, police could answer contradictory testimony from a supposedly hostile 
world of flawed and biased onlookers by referring to the authority and supposed objectivity of 
their badge. The common-sense logic of “it’s your word against a cop’s” put officers on a 
privileged terrain within the symbolic economies of the law and public opinion. Additionally, the 
battle over media and information has always been an important part of the work of policing 
(Reeves and Packer). Police work has long depended upon the ability to produce, edit, and 
manipulate surveillant media in the service of police labor.  Due to the close institutional 
relationships between police and crime beat reporters, media has often reproduced the social 
knowledge of policing, and police power becomes a lens through which the public makes sense 
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of crime and social order (Wilson).  Long before widespread adoption of cell phone camera 
technology, the increasing importance of visual and other digital surveillance technologies for 
the day-to-day tasks of police work has prompted police to increasingly function as and in 
concert with media laborers (Gates, “The Cultural Labor of Surveillance”). 
 However, in an era of ubiquitous surveillance, a vast array of visual evidence taken from 
citizen phones and built-in surveillance across the urban landscape overwhelmingly threatens to 
undermine the credibility of officer testimony and counteract police’s monopoly over mediated 
representations of crime in urban life. This radical proliferation of micro-visualities throws the 
symbolic authority of policing into crisis. Police now have to worry about the presence of visual 
evidence that either simply fails to capture what the officer sees in a given moment, or that 
shows something that would have been imperceptible to the limited human capacities of the 
officer in a given situation. With traditional methods of police surveillance and media work, 
police largely had control over the ways that police were represented within media. With 
ubiquitous and dispersed surveillance technology and viral, spreadable media, it becomes much 
more difficult for police to control how their image is perceived by the public. 
 For a number of surveillance studies scholars, the ubiquity of citizen counter-surveillance 
constitutes a serious promise for resisting the hegemony of police knowledge practices and 
opening policing up to democratic scrutiny and transparency. Andrew Goldsmith calls an era of 
“policing’s new visibility, wherein, “technologies in the hands of ordinary citizens” have the 
capacity “to alter the public visibility of policing and thereby to impact upon public perceptions 
of policing and challenge existing mechanisms for police accountability” (916). Ajay Singh 
theorizes that citizen cell-phone technology enables a kind of “prolepticon” of citizen 
surveillance toward the police, wherein the bottom-up surveillance of government actors by 
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civilians is used “to guide officers back towards the normative expectations of policing” (680). 
Singh is sanguine about the capacity for cell phone technology to “disrupt… hierarchical power 
association by exposing abusive police behavior to a set of social norms” (681). The presence of 
ubiquitous surveillance and expanded capacities for spreading media across vast networks with 
extreme efficiency has produced what Kevin D. Haggerty and Ajay Sandhu call “a crisis of 
visibility for police” (10).  
 The Black Lives Matter movement emerged, in part, due to these historical conditions of 
technological mediation. While the quotidian and gratuitous nature of violence against blacks at 
the hands of police has been common knowledge for black populations in the U.S. for centuries, 
this violence often remains invisible for white populations who historically view police as a 
trusted institution of civil society. With ubiquitous surveillance technology and the extensive 
availability of social media, civilians on the ground have the capacity to disrupt media 
hierarchies which traditionally serve to block the voices of oppressed minorities from influencing 
public conversations. Images of Michael Brown’s dead body in the streets of Ferguson flooded 
social media, becoming part of the rhetorical repertoire for activists contesting the injustice of 
police violence. In this case, the precise combination of the presence of images of Brown’s body, 
the absence of video of his killing, and conflicting eyewitness testimonies, all constituted a 
conjoined crisis of visibility for police (Jonnson).  In New York City, the brutal chokehold and 
subsequent killing of Eric Garner at the hands of NYPD Officer Danny Pantaleo was caught on 
tape, and became the visual evidence of the disposability of black life at the hands of police, with 
Garner’s gasps of “I can’t breathe” mimetically serving as a rallying cry at Black Lives Matter 
protests across the country (Laughland et al).  Perhaps the most exemplary case of the new 
power of ubiquitous surveillance to make police violence visible is the case of Walter Scott in 
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South Carolina. North Carleston police officer Michael T. Slager was filmed by a civilian with a 
cell phone shooting Scott in the back as Scott was running away from him, and then planting a 
taser near Scott’s body (Gourevitch). The video footage directly contradicted Officer Slager’s 
testimony that he feared for his life, set off a wave of Black Lives Matter protests across the 
country, and later helped secure a 20 year conviction for Slager, something nearly unheard of in 
a country where police kill with almost complete impunity (Vann and Ortiz)  
 In response to this crisis of police visibility, police officers and departments have not sat 
idly by.  In 2012, the same year as the release of End of Watch, and two years before the killings 
of Brown and Garner, William A. Farrar, a police chief in Rialto, California decided to study 
how the use of body-mounted police cameras would affect his officers. Farrar gave half of its 
police officers body cameras, and collected data comparing officers who wore cameras and 
officers who did not. The yearlong study was widely heralded as an enormous success, with data 
demonstrating that officers who wore body cameras experienced an 88 percent decline in 
complaints and a 60 percent drop in use of force incidents (Demetrius). News about this body-
cam program was circulated widely across a variety of popular and social media (Ziv, Demetrius, 
Tarabay, Lovett). The Rialto study ushered in a wave of techno-optimistic discourse about the 
promise of body cams to reign in racist police brutality, establish transparency, and restore trust 
in the institution of the police.  
 Body-cameras were praised as a potential solution to the problem of police brutality by a 
number of actors from across the social and political spectrum. Following the grand jury’s 
decision not to charge Darren Wilson in the killing of Michael Brown, Brown’s family called on 
activists to join a “campaign to ensure that every police officer working the streets in this country 
wears a body camera,” a demand that Josh Sanburn in Time Magazine described as “The one 
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Battle… Brown’s Family Will Win”. President Barack Obama cited the Rialto study in his 
Harvard Law Review article on the President’s role in criminal justice reform, writing, “Body-
worn cameras have been proven to have several benefits for law enforcement agencies, officers, 
and the community, and my Administration has been an early proponent of expanded use.” 
Additionally, a survey taken of 785 police officers in 2012 indicated that body-mounted police 
cameras were popular and desired by “an overwhelming majority of police officers,” with 86.4 
percent of officers saying that body-cameras reduce false claims and litigation against police 
(Wyllie).  
 Body-mounted police cameras constitute one tool in the media arsenal of police for 
combatting the proliferation of dispersed surveillant visibility. As Kelly Gates points out, while 
body-cameras do function as a form of top-down surveillance of police labor by police 
supervisors, they also function as a form of police surveillance of the population. The use of 
body-mounted police cameras functions as a kind of “police media work… aimed at giving 
individual police officers, as well as police agencies and the broader law enforcement institution, 
a competitive advantage in battles over the truth – the truth about individual incidents to be sure, 
but also, more broadly, the truth about crime, social disorder, and police power itself”, (“The 
Work of Wearing Cameras,” 261). Body-cameras respond to the diffusion of surveillant power 
with a simultaneous dispersal and consolidation: the dispersal of visual recording technology, but 
the consolidation of control over the ownership and circulation of the content produced by that 
technology.    
 The rhetoric of police regarding body cameras betrays a deep ambivalence about the 
status of visual evidence as an index on the truth. This ambivalence reflects broader trends of 
iconophobia and iconophilia, the fear and enjoyment of the visual, which have always plagued 
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philosophical conversations about the role of images in social life. Do images provide a stable 
index of the real, or are they instead fantastic projections which seduce the viewer into a false 
reality precisely through their captivating appearance of realism? As WJT Mitchell argues, “the 
double consciousness about images is a deep and abiding feature of human responses to 
representation” (8). The dispersal of visual surveillance technology, long heralded as a key 
technological development in the surveillant possibilities for the media labor of police, now calls 
into question police officers’ monopoly on visual claims to truth.  
 The ambivalence about the status of visual evidence as an index of reality is reflected in 
the way police discuss body-mounted police cameras.  Chief Farrar said that some officers 
involved in the Rialto study were initially hesitant to subject themselves to constant surveillance, 
“questioning why ‘big brother’ should see everything they do.” However, Farrar was able to sell 
the idea by posing it to police officers as a form of counter- counter-surveillance; when civilian 
surveillance offers a mere “partial picture of what occurred,” Farrar asks, “why not have your 
own?... In this way, you have the real one’” (Stross). Note, here, that the inherently partisan 
nature of visual representation, the idea that an image can only show one perspective on reality, 
is mobilized selectively by Farrar and then immediately disavowed. Whereas civilian video 
provides only a “partial picture,” the officer’s video provides “the real one.”   
 The discourse surrounding body cameras simultaneously disavows and affirm the truth-
telling function of visual evidence. On the one hand, much of the discourse on body cameras 
expresses a certain anxiety over the possibility that visual recordings taken by civilians would 
show a biased or flawed perspective on a given encounter with police.  
Take, for example, the following comment from the Blue Lives Matter Facebook page:  
I was against body cams for the longest time. But I’ve changed my stance completely. I think all 
law enforcement officers need to cam up immediately. There’s far too many social justice 
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warriors with camera phones using edited or partial footage to fan the enrage flames and push 
their agenda. The only way to combat this effectively is if the police are also recording and can 
release the entire unaltered footage of shooting and aggressive situations. When the agitators and 
agenda whores are the only side with video – especially inaccurate or intentionally doctored 
video- there will continue to be this violent civil unrest (Posser). 
 
Here, the proliferation of video recording technology is seen as part and parcel of the violent 
threat of social disorder posed by activists whose counter-visual practices would challenge the 
sovereign authority of police practices of seeing.  
 Police discourse about body-mounted cameras responds to the crisis of police visibility 
and the ambivalent indexical status of the visual by suturing the subjective authority of the 
officers’ bodies to the objective authority of visual surveillance. Body-mounted cameras 
augment the corporeal authority of the police officer’s bodily senses with the supposedly 
objective technicity of video surveillance. By simultaneously drawing on and disavowing the 
lacuna between subjective corporeality and objective technicity, police deploy body-mounted 
cameras as a rhetorical strategy for disciplining the chaotic visual plurality of dispersed counter-
surveillant practices.  
 Body cameras, meant to affix to the body of a police officer, demonstrate the way that 
media technology can function as a sort of prosthesis.  Visual recording technology functions as 
an extension of the human eye, what Harold Innis calls the “exosomatic organs which mediate 
between the human body and nature” (67).  Physically attached to the body and discursively 
conceptualized as an extension of an officer’s ocular perception, body-mounted cameras 
concretize Innis’ prosthetic abstraction by merging technological surveillance apparatus with the 
lexicon of bodily perception. In police rhetoric about body cameras, it is important that the body 
camera captures not simply what happened in a given situation, but that it does so vaguely from 
the perspective of a given police officer.  When it lines up with what an officer says happened in 
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a given event, visual recording technology can affirm the veracity of their account, augmenting 
their claim to the truth with the supposed objectivity of visual evidence. Take, for example, the 
post from user Carbonfiberfoot on the Officer.com forums, a popular online forum for law 
enforcement officers: “Every cop in America should be wearing a live feed, remote recorded 
camera. The technology is no longer cost prohibitive… There would be no more ‘he said, she 
said’. The evidence would give a factual account of the story, exactly as it transpired.” 
According to this commenter, body-cameras rely on visuality to bypass the rhetoricity of 
subjective argumentation, transcending the “he said she said” and moving towards the facts of an 
account as it actually transpired.   
 Even officers who are critical of body-mounted cameras draw on the concept of the 
officer’s perception to make their critique.  Because the angle and position of the body-mounted 
camera is unable to capture exactly what the officer saw, even body camera footage can be a 
distortion of the truth as the officer sees it. Take the comment from CityCop21 on the same 
thread in the Officer.com forums:  
[T]he recording does NOT always show the full story. Especially in a critical incident (like an 
officer involved shooting). It does not capture how the officer perceived the event, which is what 
is important. It is just a video for a defense attorney to try and pick apart. Not to prove their 
client is innocent, but to get a guilty man freed of his charge based on battling nuances in the 
system.  
 
Body cameras are conceptualized, here, not as a means of replacing or contradicting what 
officers say, but as one media tool of many in their rhetorical arsenal of persuasion. Body 
cameras are thus deemed a sort of prosthesis, extending the officer’s memory outward in time 
and providing a durable account capable of convincing audiences to believe the officer’s account 
of what that officer perceived in a given moment. In a world where anyone is likely to have a 
camera, where there are infinite potential perspectives and angles by which the truth could be 
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presented, the body-camera attempts to return some control over symbolic efficiency to the 
police officer, augmenting the symbolic efficiency of the law, with its discursive registers of 
objectivity and formality, with the presence of visual evidence.  
 The policing of the terrain of the visual is no longer exclusively accomplished through 
the police officer’s command to “move along, there’s nothing to see here.” Officers must work in 
an environment where the ability to see and record has popularly proliferated to the point of no 
return. A Pandora’s box of dispersed surveillance threatens police power’s monopoly on the 
visual. While police departments have set to work attempting to establish legal guidelines 
restricting when police can be recorded, police ultimately recognize that it is impossible to 
prevent officers from being the objects of unwanted visual gaze.  Body-mounted police cameras 
allow police to employ the labor of media work to cultivate a rhetorical ethos which sutures 
together the objectivity of visual evidence and the unique, subjective authority of the officer’s 
sovereign body. Body cameras are, in that regard, used by police to discipline the chaotic 
plurality of ubiquitous surveillance and spreadable media, attempting to curb the negative effects 
the decline of symbolic efficiency has on the popular authority of the police. 
Realism, Police Surveillance Cinema, and End of Watch 
 
  There is a close historical relationship between policing and cinema. The 
professionalization of urban police departments in the 1900’s coincided with the rise of cinema 
as a popular, professional art form (Lott). Audiences have long been captivated with on-scene 
depictions of crime and policing. However, as Nicole Rafter points out, while “Police officers… 
have been depicted in movies since the early twentieth century… the police drama did not fully 
emerge on the big screen until the early 1970’s, when Dirty Harry strolled on the scene” (71). 
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The explosion of cop dramas and police action films on the scene in the 1970’s corresponded 
with a general cultural shift towards law-and-order ideologies and rhetorics (Rafter, 75).  
 Cinema of the 1980s was in many ways defined by the blockbuster action film, and cop 
films were at the center of that revolution. As Jeffrey A. Brown notes, “Action-cop films proved 
to be one of the most dynamic genres of the 1980s and early 1990s,” enjoying both financial 
success and public notoriety. Action cop films provided a popular template for audiences to 
rehearse cultural conflicts over crime, law, and social order. By operating “within the safe realm 
of pseudo-realistic fantasy, action-cop movies provide audiences with a corrective, or rather, a 
correctible, vision of urban violence… and Growing cultural antagonisms” (Brown, 79). One 
particularly important sub-genre of police action films is the buddy-cop action film. Buddy-cop 
action films typically show a pair of police officers, often with divergent personalities, who come 
together over the course of the film to overcome their differences and fight crime (Brown). 
Buddy-cop films where the police partnership spans a racial or ethnic divide, like Renegades, 48 
Hours, and Beverly Hills Cop, “fulfill their mythic function by symbolically uniting heroes who 
have been characterized as representing the conflicting diversities that exist in America” (Brown, 
83). End of Watch, with its interracial crime fighting duo battling the tough street gangs of LA, 
comfortably fits within this genre.  
 However, what makes End of Watch unique is its use of found-footage and surveillant 
style film, meant to mirror the ubiquitous surveillance environment of the contemporary urban 
landscape. Before directing End of Watch, Ayer was perhaps best known for his film Training 
Day, a film which fits squarely in the genre of police corruption films. With End of Watch, Ayer 
wanted to provide an alternative perspective on police, moving away from the negative 
representation of police work in Training Day, and moving towards a more realistic depiction of 
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police life (Clinton). Ayer said that he was hesitant to make another cop film after Training Day 
because he feared getting pigeonholed as a director (“Director’s Commentary”). What changed 
his mind, Ayer said, was being shown film of dash-cam and body-cam footage by a friend who 
was in law enforcement: “I had some guys in law enforcement slip me some footage from these 
cameras and I’m like this is freaking spectacular” (“In the Streets”). Ayer’s vision, in the words 
of Gyllenhaal, was the creation of “a 360 degree live environment” (“In the Streets”).  The film 
was intended to be a reflection of the “‘visual environment’ in today’s society, spurred on by the 
popularity of body-mounted police cameras, YouTube, and the proliferation of the GoPro and 
other handheld cameras for POV footage” (Radiant Images). With End of Watch, Ayer hoped to 
“find a new, fresh approach in the police genre,” one that would “get the audience up close to the 
lives, friendship and daily work of a pair of police officers, creating visual intimacy” (Radiant 
Images 2012). 
 End of Watch is one of a number of recent films which places surveillance front and 
center in the diegetic action. Surveillance is increasingly becoming a topic for filmmakers 
interested in using the visual medium of film to explore contemporary dynamics of watching and 
being watched (Zimmer, Lefait). As Dietmar Kammerer describes, “mainstream commercial 
cinema has seen an obvious trend in to integrate the imagery and the aesthetics of video 
surveillance into the film itself” (468). Popular media depictions of surveillance technology 
constitute a popular “surveillant imaginary,” a set of cultural resources and rhetorical topoi 
which provide publics with “a way of understanding surveillance practices and technologies” 
(Wise, 4). As Gates has persuasively argued, “Surveillance-style footage is now an integral part 
of the vast repertoire of ‘media assets’ that filmmakers use to give their marvels of visual display 
a gritty realist aesthetic” (“The Cultural Labor of Surveillance,” 257). End of Watch’s use of 
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surveillance technology as a vehicle for revamping the classic police buddy-cop action film as a 
commentary on social conditions of ubiquitous surveillance is exemplary of the “fundamental 
recasting of the cinematic medium in terms of what could be called a rhetorics of surveillance” 
(Levin, 593). 
 End of Watch’s primary affective register is what I describe as intimate realism, the 
libidinal charge of pleasure involved in viewing that which is perceived to be “the real.” The 
ability of film to draw viewers closer to what is perceived to be the authentic or the real is a 
crucial part of what makes the aesthetics of realism in documentary and faux-documentary film 
intimately pleasurable for viewers (Landesman 2008).  As Jessica Silbey notes in her work on 
the role of memory in police surveillance film, “film’s capacity to represent lived experience 
with unparalleled veracity became part of its pleasurable thrill” (2014: 25). The “visual rhetoric 
of surveillance” which “is now commonplace in fictional drama” is deployed by filmmakers “to 
invest the story with a high degree of realism” (Gates, “The Cultural Labor of Surveillance, 247).  
 End of Watch employs the surveillant aesthetics of intimate realism to make viewers feel 
as if they are a part of the action, letting the viewer experience a sense of proximity to both the 
private moments of shared intimacy between the police officers and the scenes of action and 
danger they experience when confronted with their racialized enemies. This dialectic between 
intimacy and realism provides the guiding motivation for many of the production choices of the 
movie. The film is loosely based on the experiences of a former LAPD patrol officer, Captain 
Jamie FitzSimons, who served as technical advisor on the film. FitzSimons worked closely with 
the cast and crew, double checking the script for details about the finer points of police 
procedure, and teaching “the actors how to hold their guns, how to wear a uniform, and even 
how to have ‘that cop swagger’” (Clinton). While the actual filming of End of Watch was 
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conducted over twenty-two days in Los Angeles, the cast and crew spent five months of pre-
production studying and preparing for their roles. Gyllenhaal and Peña conducted a series of 
ride-alongs with the LAPD, learning LAPD procedures and lingo, and spending time with the 
officers on patrol. The goal of this pre-production research was to give the film an unparalleled 
sense of realism. In order to give audiences an intimate view into the reality of the LAPD, the 
actors themselves had to gain a new intimate knowledge about life on the force. As Catherine 
Shoard of The Guardian writes, “Those pre-production ride-alongs weren't just to see the grisly 
side of police work, but its camaraderie, too – the 12-hour shifts with your best bud, the moonlit 
heart-to-hearts, all that happy yakking”. In the Director’s Commentary, Ayer specifically frames 
End of Watch as a corrective to the negative media and public perception of police officers, 
hoping instead to emphasize the humanity of police by focusing on the personal, intimate lives of 
police officers: 
What’s different about this movie is: they’re good guys. And the reality of it is that 99.9% of the 
people in law enforcement are there because they want to help people they believe in the mission 
and, you know, they follow the rules, they follow the regulations. And, you know, law 
enforcement has definitely been misaligned over the years but what I discovered over the years 
from my friends and my access to this agency is that they’re really cool people, they’re really 
good people. And I try to capture that sense of family and camaraderie. 
 
“End of Watch’s intimate realism aimed at showing not only the dangers that police officers face, 
but also the human side of policing.  
 Discussions of the film’s intimate realism are prevalent throughout the rhetoric of the 
film’s promotional material and bonus content. In one promotional spot, Gyllenhaal describes the 
realism of End of Watch as visceral: “End of Watch is as close as you can get to being in the 
visceral and sometimes terrifying world of police officers” (“In the Streets”). Pena also describes 
how Ayer used the film “able to capture” the “visceral reality” of policing (“In the Streets”). 
Ayer’s director commentary repeatedly describes the “great pains” involved in establishing the 
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film’s realism, from the “great pains” he went through “to get the accuracy, the look, the 
vehicles, the uniform down” to the “great pains” the actors underwent “to understand the role of 
law enforcement” when “LAPD graciously let them get a sample of what its recruits go through” 
(“Director’s Commentary”). America Ferrera, an actress who played one of the officers in the 
movie, described the affective enjoyment of the film through rhetorics of surveillant voyeurism 
due to the intimate visual contact the film facilitates with the officers and the criminal 
underworld: “You sort of feel like you’re watching something you’re not meant to be seeing. It 
really adds to the energy of the world that these characters live in” (“In the Streets”). 
 A number of elements of the film’s cinematography added to the sense of intimate 
realism. The film’s production broke important technological ground with its development and 
use of small, wide-angle cameras that, despite their miniscule size, were still capable of shooting 
cinematic quality film. Radiant Images, an LA based digital cinema company, conceived, 
developed, and implemented the SI-2K Nano, a camera small enough to be mounted to the chest 
of the actors during their action scenes, but powerful enough to shoot “2K uncompressed RAW 
4:4:4 cinema quality using SI sensor components with 10 stops of dynamic range” (Radiant 
Images). Ayer and the film’s cinematographer, Roman Vasyonov, worked closely with Radiant 
Images during pre-production to ensure that they had the appropriate technology to achieve their 
cinematic goals. For Vasyanov, the medium in which the film was shot was central to the film’s 
realism: “We were trying to get as close to real life as we could. With a small camera like that 
and a wide angle lens, you can put the viewer right in the middle of the action” (Radiant Images). 
While the actual rig that the actors used for filming was made larger through the inclusion of a 
monitor that would allow them to see what they were filming as they were filming it, the camera 
unit itself, and the camera that Officer Taylor’s character is shown mounting on his body during 
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the film, resemble the type of body-mounted cameras that are now being rolled out in police 
departments across the country. Body cameras were still in their relative infancy, at this point. 
The Rialto study was conducted in 2012, and its results did not begin circulating widely until 
2013 and 2014. Nevertheless, Ayer, in his commentary, describes his work in developing the 
cameras as a purposeful choice to model the cameras real body-mounted police cameras, the 
same ones which had fascinated him enough to make a second cop film:  
It’s the camera system that I Went to a vendor and had them miniaturize in order to simulate the 
worn cameras. You can see the worn cameras on the guys chests, those are scorpion cameras. A 
lot of cops wear these cameras. I’ve heard comments of people not buying that the cops would 
film themselves. well, guess what, they do! They film a lot of their contacts with the public. 
 
The use of body cameras in the film did not go unnoticed by police. In a glowing review on 
PoliceMag.com, Paul Clinton writes, “The movie may just be the first to prominently feature on-
body police video cameras,” and that Ayer’s attention to realism produced a movie which 
“should delight members of the Thin Blue Line.”  
 In the film, Gyllenhall’s character, Officer Taylor, is supposed to be filming his day to 
day interactions on a number of different camera’s, ranging from a hand-held camera to a body-
mounted camera. Additionally, the central antagonists of the film, a Latinx gang and a black 
gang each competing for control over LA territory, also carry cameras, and film their own 
interactions from their perspective. Ultimately, Ayers relied on a combination of actor-shot 
found-footage style film and traditional film to produce a movie which placed viewers right in 
the middle of the chaotic world of the police officers: “At any given time on the set there are 
probably four cameras rolling, you feel like you’re in the moment with each officer,” Ayer 
explains (“In the Streets”).  This decision departed from a number of directorial norms. Ayer 
jokes that “film geeks” may take umbrage with his decision to jump back and forth from found-
footage cinema to traditional footage, that they may demand his Director’s Guild of America 
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card to pay for his sin against cinematic cohesion (“Director’s Commentary). Ayer describes his 
decision to purposefully buck cinematic norms as an attempt to further develop the film’s 
realism: 
With this coverage style, this isn’t traditional coverage. We’re doing a lot of line crosses, screen 
direction. You’re not really supposed to do that. What we found is, the rules are there to be 
broken. If the intensity and creative content is there you’re not going to notice a lot of these 
issues, and I think it lends to the sense of reality (“Director’s Commentary”).  
 
 Ayer specifically framed this film as a cinematic response to the fragmented visibilities 
inherent to contemporary ubiquitous surveillance, with an intent to provide viewers with an 
intimate visual sense of the day-to-day life of police from the perspective of police officers. Ayer 
relied on the multiple camera angles to produce a sense of realism which places the viewer in a 
chaotic scene, one which corresponds to the crises of visibility that officers face. The narrative 
justification for Taylor’s decision to carry a camera and film his day-to-day activities is that 
Taylor is doing a project for a class. Ultimately, though, Ayer admits that this plot detail is 
mostly just an excuse to situate viewers in a fragmented world of intimate surveillant media, one 
which corresponds to novel conditions of dispersed visual recording technologies that have 
recently rendered filmmaking an activity for the masses:  
In the original incarnation of the script, it seemed like an important justification. But it really is 
just an excuse for me to put cameras in the world and have them operating the cameras. And 
again, what that does, is: I think people see footage and perceive footage differently than in the 
past. And, I’m folding in a lot of techniques, basically from YouTube, from reality, from how 
people shoot themselves. Everybody is really a filmmaker these days, everybody has a camera on 
their IPhone, their cellphones and everyone has looked at footage they’ve shot, and I wanted to 
replicate a sense of that personality and intimacy that they get when you film something yourself 
(“Director’s Commentary”).  
 
After all, Taylor is not the only character operating a camera in this film. Members of both the 
black and Latinx gangs are seen operating cameras at different points in the film. Viewers 
  120 
glimpse not only the intimate world of the police, but also the intimate activities of the criminal 
underworld.  
 The rhetorical significance of the competing diegetic cameras in End of Watch extends 
beyond the mere reference to contemporary ubiquitous surveillance. While the use of multiple 
cameras and jumps between found-footage and traditional footage does produce a sense of 
fragmented realism which corresponds to contemporary ubiquitous surveillance, what is 
interesting for my purposes is how dispersed surveillance functions in End of Watch as a 
representation of the threat posed racialized countervisuality. End of Watch shows how police 
media functions as a rhetorical response to mediated crises of police visibility like those 
inaugurated by the Black Lives Matter movement, and how struggles over visuality and 
countervisuality become racialized in popular rhetorics of surveillance and policing.   
 Visuality refers to the process through which the world is conceptualized, imagined, and 
made legible through techniques of seeing and practices of observation. Whereas vision refers to 
the distinct sensory perception of sight, visuality refers to the abstraction, spatialization, and 
arrangement of the world. Nicholas Mirzoeff describes visuality as a historically specific regime 
of epistemic and aesthetic practices rooted in the legacy of colonization and enslavement, a 
“discursive practice that has material effects,” which makes “the processes of ‘history’ 
perceptible to authority” (3). Visuality functions as a distribution of the knowable and sensible, 
constituting a legible world of social action through practices of “classifying, separating, and 
aestheticizing” (Mirzoeff, 3-4).  Countervisuality, on the other hand, is a form of resistance to the 
plantation and colonial regimes of visuality, one which arises out of historical confrontation with 
visuality, “from the opposition to slavery of all kinds to anticolonial, anti-imperial, and anti-
fascist politics” (Mirzoeff, 4). “Countervisuality is the assertion of the right to look,” Mirzoeff 
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declares, “challenging the law that sustains visuality’s authority in order to justify its own sense 
of ‘right’” (25). Countervisuality refers, at least in part, to those practices of counter-surveillance 
which seek to make visible racialized regimes of police power. As such, countervisuality 
constitutes a threat to the hegemonic authority of police, one which must be contained by a re-
assertion of visuality.  
 End of Watch relies on the affective pleasure of surveillant cinema, surveillant narration’s 
capacity to situate viewers voyeuristically within realistic looking scenes of intimacy and 
violence, to both produce a sense of visual chaos and resolve that anomie through an intimate 
identification with the police protagonists. The competing cameras in End of Watch correspond 
to competing sets of racial groups. This reliance on competing visualities which are not just 
fragmented, but antagonistic, uses dueling surveillance technologies of police and criminals to 
pit queer and monoracial countervisuality against the visuality of heteronormative familial 
structures and multiracial citizenship.  
 In the rhetorical machinations of multiracialism, a libidinal investment in interracial 
intimacy is rendered into a form of anti-racist social praxis, reproducing the racial ontology of 
the miscegenation prohibition through a perverse inversion of its libidinal hydraulics. The sexual 
threat of contamination embodied by the one-drop rule of hypodescent is inverted into a 
transgressive desire for racial otherness which is sublimated in the normative politics of 
multiracial heteronormative citizenship (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes).. End of Watch places 
the viewer in the middle of scenes of interracial familial intimacy between the multiracial 
partners and the monoracial intimacy between each partner and their respective immediate 
biological family. The countervisuality of the film’s monoracial black and Latinx gang members 
functions as a corporeal threat to the bodies of the police officers and the heteronormative, 
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homosocial norms of multiracial intimacy which they embody. The sexual and racial politics of 
End of Watch demonstrates how “multiracialism… elides the politics of sexuality… by 
presumptively confining the range of (interracial) sexual practices and the vicissitudes of 
(interracial) desire to a normative heterosexual frame” (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes, 7).  
Close Reading  
  
 By relying on surveillance technology to do most of the narrative heavy-lifting, End of 
Watch takes place through a constant oscillation between realms of public danger and private 
intimacy. End of Watch continually shutters between, on the one hand, scenes of the officers 
joking around, “bro-ing” it up in their squad car, and engaged in intimate relations with both 
their actual family, and the fraternal family of their fellow police officers, and, on the other hand, 
scenes of the officers squaring off with monstrous black drug addicts, fist-fighting black brutes, 
and engaging in shootouts with hardcore Latinx gangbangers. Ubiquitous visual surveillance 
technology weaves together these zones of private intimacy and spheres of public danger into a 
coherent space of narrative action.  
 This section engages in a close reading of End of Watch. In this reading, I attempt to 
move the reader linearly through the plot in order to demonstrate the narrative work that 
surveillance performs in establishing the racial landscape of the film. While not all scenes from 
the film are included, I try to show how the film’s key oscillations between moments of action 
and moments of human interaction, between moments of danger and moments of intimacy, all en 
route toward the officers’ proverbial “End of Watch.” 
Opening Credits – Fate with a Badge and a Gun 
 
 The film’s work of imbuing the realism of visual surveillance technology with the 
capacities of human intimacy begins in the opening credits. The film opens to rolling footage 
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from a mounted dashboard police camera as it follows a black sedan through the streets, “Once 
upon a time in South Central…” The tail soon gives way to a chase. The mise en scène, framed 
by the dashboard camera, is marked with the mechanical timestamp of the film, signaling its 
status as official surveillance footage. Overlaying and augmenting this recording technology, is 
the human voice of Officer Taylor:  
 
I'm the police. And I'm here to arrest you. You've broken the law. I did not write the law. I may 
even disagree with the law. But I will enforce it… I'm a consequence. I am the unpaid bill. I am 
fate with a badge and a gun. Behind my badge is a heart like yours. I bleed. I think. I love. And 
yes, I can be killed. And although I'm but one man, I have thousands of brothers and sisters who 
are the same as me. They will lay down their lives for me. And I them. We stand watch together. 
A thin blue line. Protecting the prey from the predators. The good from the bad. We are the 
police.  
 
In this monologue, the police officer is described as a corporeal manifestation of the law – a 
transcendent force materialized as an immanent and mortal body – capable of loving and being 
killed. The officer is described as “Fate with a badge and a gun,” naturalizing the violence of 
racialized regimes of policing as an inevitable response to criminal action. The officers stand on 
this side of a Manichean divide between good and evil, prey and predator. Additionally, this 
monologue establishes a familial bond between this officer and the “thousands of brothers and 
sisters who are the same as me.”  
 While this voiceover is playing, the police continue to chase the car throughout the back 
alleys, eventually bumping the car, causing it to spin out and crash into a fence. Two black men 
begin shooting at the police from the car, shooting and damaging the car-mounted camera. The 
police return fire, and kill the two men. The officers, who we discover to be Officers Zavala and 
Taylor, then fist bump and congratulate each other. The gritty surveillance footage puts on 
display for the viewer the threat these racialized bodies pose to the officers, the force that they 
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must inevitably use to extinguish that threat, and their celebratory camaraderie at the successful 
execution of lethal police force. 
Behind the Scenes at the LAPD - Surveillance and Intimacy  
 
 The next set of scenes works to establish both the central role of visual surveillance in the 
film and to give the viewer a behind-the-scenes look at LAPD central command. The movie cuts 
to a scene where Officer Taylor, shaved bald and dressed in a white T-shirt, is standing in front 
of a wall of lockers in a police locker room filming himself for his class project. “Alright – this is 
my day job…,” Officer Taylor introduces himself, in “the place where the forces of good prepare 
to fight the forces of evil,” working for “one of the toughest divisions in the LAPD.” He attempts 
to introduce Officer Zavala, but his filming comically oversteps the bounds of intimacy, as 
Zavala is made nervous by appearing on camera in a state of undress. He then turns the camera 
around to show his locker, and his partner’s locker, which he mocks for its lack of cleanliness. 
“Yours is like a woman! What is this, pottery barn?”  
 Taylor then turns the camera onto one Officer Van Hauser who says he’s going to tell the 
boss they’re “taping in here.”  Taylor is quick to correct his parlance: “Well, actually, it’s not 
really called taping anymore – it uses flash cards.” The footage then shows Taylor and Zavala 
trying on the body-mounted cameras, a shot that’s filmed from the perspective of Taylor’s body-
mounted camera gazing at Zavala. Taylor points to the lens on each camera, to the reciprocal 
gazes attached to each officer’s body – bounded to one another by sight and visibility.  
These scenes perform two functions. First, the many active references to the self-surveillance 
technology Taylor is employing for his class demonstrate the importance of the act of 
surveillance to the film itself. Anxieties about being watched in intimate spaces, reference to 
editing, to digital filming as compared to taping, all labor to demonstrate the importance of 
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surveillance and visual recording to the staging of the film’s action. Second, this scene begins the 
work of establishing the intimacy between our two officers. Their masculine bonding, insulting 
each other’s lockers, accusations of femininity, showing the officer’s getting dressed for work – 
each element labors to establish a sense of homosocial intimacy both between the voyeuristic 
viewer glimpsing behind-the-scenes of the LAPD, and between the officers themselves.  
Fighting Mr. Tre – Fragmented Visibility and Black Threat 
 
 End of Watch then begins a set of narrative moves that will recur throughout: a scene of 
the officers bonding in their squad car is interrupted by a scene of violence from the racialized 
exterior world. We cut to a scene of Zavala and Taylor in their squad car, shot from a dashboard 
camera, this time without the timestamp and facing inside the car rather than outside. Here, the 
partners exchange stories of their intimate personal lives, as Zavala complains to Taylor about 
his wife’s nagging about household chores and Taylor chides Zavala about his complaints. Anti-
Latinx racism is a casual conversational bargaining chip that Zavala uses to appeal to his white 
counterpart: “Dude, just because I look like the dudes from home Depot, doesn’t mean I do the 
shit that home depot dudes do.” “I would never profile you as a man who helps his wife with 
chores,” Taylor responds, “I’m your homie, man, I would never do that to you.” The intimacy 
between these two bros (a moniker Zavala repeatedly uses when talking to Taylor) is inflected 
with playful racial jokes and discussion of Zavala’s familial relations.  
 The camera stationed inside the police car works to situate viewers within the intimate 
relationship developing between this interracial crime fighting duo. The dashcam allows viewers 
to witness the kind of non-P.C. banter between the police officers which constitutes the space of 
their own private relationality with one another.  By situating viewers as privy to the interactions 
which are usually shielded from the public’s eye, scenes of two police officers being imperfect 
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humans who swear and make off-color jokes about race and sex, viewers are provided a means 
for visualizing the humanity of police and their web of private, complex, emotional relations.  
 This scene of interracial intimacy is immediately interrupted by their car radio, 
announcing their first “customer of the day.” The camera then cuts to an image of a large black 
man shot from the perspective of Taylor’s body-cam, which can only capture the bottom half of 
the man due to his stature.  The black man, who we later learn is named Mr. Tre, starts out the 
scene by sexually threatening the police officers: “Suck my dick!” In his analysis of the Ayer-
written film Training Day, Sexton argues that “though it may seem a small detail, it is not 
insignificant” that black threats of violence against the police are framed in a sexual manner, as 
“‘in all Hollywood film portrayals of blacks . . . the political is never far from the sexual, for it is 
both as a political and as a sexual threat that. . . black skin appears on screen" (Sexton, “The 
Ruse of Engagement,” 52).  It is also significant that Mr. Tre’s threats to Zavala are framed as 
explicitly racist against Mexicans: “Fuck you! You need to shut the fuck up 'cause without that 
badge and gun, you ain’t shit! You're less than motherfucking nothing. You motherfucking 
border-hopping, donkey riding Mexican motherfucker.” The violence Mr. Tre symbolizes is not 
just the physical threat his body poses to these officers in the frantic scene inside the house, but 
also the racial threat of blackness. The film thus draws on a prior symbolic economy of anxiety 
about the prevalence of black racism against nonblack persons as the most dominant and 
threatening form of racism, the idea that “blacks are the prime antagonists of multiracial people” 
(Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes, 147).  
 In response to this racist provocation, Zavala challenges Mr. Tre’s masculinity, asking 
him if he wants to “settle this right here like grown men, motherfucker?” Tre agrees, saying that 
if he loses the fight, he will handcuff himself.  Then they get into a knock-down, drag-out brawl 
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in the middle of Mr. Tre’s living room, caught on film with frantic, jumping angles from their 
body –mounted cameras. The use of the body-cameras in this scene functions especially as a 
means of disorienting viewers, of creating a sense of chaotic and anomic visuality. Zavala’s 
camera gives a first-person view of the fight, showing the punches come flying in to Zavala’s 
body. During the fight, Taylor is filming and occasionally grinning at the camera. After some 
struggle, Zavala wins the fight and Mr. Tre submits, putting himself in cuffs. The appearance of 
Mr. Tre’s large black body on the body-camera reifies tropes of the massive black brute (Pilgrim 
2012).  The cinematic levelling performed in this scene, wherein the officer and the civilian meet 
on an equal terrain of physical combat, effaces the scales of power and violence that produce 
black life as an object of intervention by the gratuitous violence of policing. 
The Drive-By – Counter-Surveillance and Queer Deviancy 
 
 The film cuts to a scene of the “Curbside Gang Locos,” preparing for a drive-by shooting.  
Interestingly, the Latinx gang is also filming their actions with a hand-held camera. These 
Latinxs are depicted as monstrous criminals, speaking and dressing in stereotypical Latinx gang 
fashion (Novoa 2012). Not only are these representations racist, they also demonstrate a deep 
heterosexist anxiety about the queerness of monoracial insurgency. “Hey La La, when are you 
gonna fuck the homeboy?” asks the male leader of the gang, named Big Evil.  “I’m not fucking 
the homeboy dawg,” La La retorts, asserting that she’s different from the “The little fucking 
paisa hoochies you guys fucking kick it with.”  La La’s rejection of heterosexual intimacy 
situates her racialized criminality alongside a queer assertion of her masculinity. 
 The viewer soon learns that the Curbside Gang Locos are getting ready to pull up on Mr. 
Tre from the previous scene. The viewer sees Mr. Tre, currently smoking a joint with his friends, 
and telling them about his earlier exchange with the cop, while a young black woman is standing 
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off to the side, filming the conversation on a hand-held camcorder.  One young black man 
responds to Tre, saying, “I mean, that Mexican cop might be acting bull with you, Tre. But he’s 
still out there killing niggas. Straight out.” Tre then rebukes him, saying “This whole fucking 
thing is like changing of the guard. Back in the day, all these neighborhoods used to be black, 
and what are they now?” “Mexicans,” the group responds simultaneously. Tre laments: “There 
used to be chicken stands on the corner, now there’s fucking Taco stands on every corner. We’re 
in some real shit and if we don’t come together, we’re gonna be some extinct niggas pretty 
soon.”  
 But at that very same moment, the Curbside Gang Loco’s hop out of their minivan and 
commence with the drive by. The scene erupts into chaos, with women screaming, and ten 
seconds of machine gun fire followed by yelling and tires screeching. As the Mexicans are 
driving off celebrating their successful drive-by, Big Evil provides viewers with another 
potential glimpse into the queer deviant intimacy of the Latinx gang, as he pulls the face of a 
young Mexican gangster named Demon close to his own, drawing him nearly to the point of 
kissing, and celebrates their accomplishment together.  
 The dispersed cameras in the drive-by scene give viewers a glimpse into the zone of 
dangerous, queer, fetishistic practices of insurgent monoracial counter-visualities represented by 
the black and Latinx gangs. Tre’s lamentation about the loss of black control over their territory 
and the depiction of Latinx violence in order to seize that territory in the name of their race both 
index multiracialism’s fear of racial solidarity amongst nonwhites and the disturbance that it 
poses to norms of multicultural civil coexistence. Each group depicted in the film attempts to 
establish both a visual claim on the real vis a vis their respective camera lenses and a political 
claim over the geographical territory of Los Angeles through the violence of racial gang 
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insurgency and a militarized police counter-insurgency. The proliferating counter-visual gazes 
on the part of the insurgent racialized criminals depicted in the film renders the crises of 
visibility inherent to the era of ubiquitous surveillance and Infoglut into crises of racial threat 
which demand the interventions of the film’s police protagonists. 
Inside the Drug Den - Interracial Social Life, Monoracial Social Death 
 
 The next set of scenes puts in stark relief the visual contrast between normalized practices 
of interracial intimacy and the abject forms of racialized social death which threaten that 
intimacy. The scene returns to the patrol car, where Zavala chides Taylor: “Dude, are you gonna 
hook up with a Mexican girl?... Dude, it’d be great if you did… Sweet brown sugar… You 
should marry one of my cousins…” Here, the prospect of interracial sexuality returns as a 
permissible but flirtatious joke, the potential for heterosexual interracial sexuality bolstering the 
foundation for the interracial duo’s homosocial modes of bonding. It inaugurates a friendly 
exchange of racist stereotypes between the partners: Taylor parroting a bad Mexican accent and 
making fun of Zavala about his cousin’s quinceañera, and Zavala joking about white people and 
their love for obscure coffee drinks. Once again, however, the scene of interracial intimacy is 
interrupted, punctuated by a call to investigate a missing juvenile. 
 They arrive at the scene to find a black woman frantically yelling at the officers: “My 
babies are gone!” Again, Ayer relies on highly stereotypical representations to depict people of 
color. The black couple who made the call are portrayed as severe drug addicts, living a life of 
absolute abjection and dereliction. She appears to be on cocaine, with a runny nose, speaking 
quickly. Her male counterpart is passed out on the couch, oblivious to the arrival of the police 
and the ensuing chaos around him. “My babies are missing… The kids are not here,” she repeats.  
As Taylor interrogates the woman, Zavala wakes up the passed out black man, who says, “Don’t 
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say anything to them!” to the woman: “The kids are with their Grandma, man!”  Taylor begins to 
investigate, his body-mounted camera showing the viewer the insides of the dingy, dilapidated 
house. As Taylor roams through the house, the couple begins to panic. Taylor finds something in 
the house, although his camera is turned and the viewer can only see his reaction. He shakes his 
head in silence, pauses, and then turns to Zavala and says, “I found the kids.”  The officers then 
go to where we can now see from Zavala’s lapel camera two black babies, a boy and a girl, with 
their mouths duct taped and tied up in a closet. The lapel camera forces the viewer to stare right 
into the eyes of one of the children, as Taylor says, “Hey look at me, you’ve gotta take care of 
your sister…” The scene cuts to a picture of Taylor, presumably later that evening, working out 
on a rooftop overlooking the city. His eyes well up with tears as he stares out over the city, 
mutters to himself, “Fuckin kids…” and then, recommitting himself to his efforts, as if granted 
with a renewed sense of purpose and vivacity, continues training his body, preparing himself for 
the war he is facing on the streets.  
 The scene inside this decrepit house, frenetically filmed from the perspective of the body-
mounted cameras, labors to produce multiracialism as a site of heteronormative kinship 
impinged upon by the monstrous social death of monoracial blackness. It demonstrates how 
“Anti-Blackness manifests” within white supremacist and multiracialist rhetorics “as the 
monumentalization and fortification of civil society against social death” (Wilderson, 89-90). 
Whiteness comes to embody diversity, a world of choice and contingency, fecundity, livelihood, 
whereas blackness and other forms of monoracial insurgency against white civil society comes to 
represent the absence of freedom, the constraints of racial solidarity, the abandonment of civil 
life in the name of social death: “If the Black is death personified, the White is the 
personification of diversity, of life itself” (Wilderson, 43). The convivial exchange of interracial 
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intimacy by the two officers, discussing their familial relations and the humorous prospects of 
Taylor bedding Zavala’s cousins, is interrupted by a scene of blackness as absolute abjection, 
devastating dereliction, and stultifying social death. The surveillance footage from their body 
cams captures a scene of black life as anti-life, of black parenting as anti-futurity, of black youth 
as constrained and silenced by blackness itself.  
 The dispersed surveillance footage of the film follows the officers from their shared 
space of intimacy in the car, to the chaotic zone of dereliction inside the drug den, and back to 
the officer’s home. The secured space of multiracial social life which viewers are granted an 
intimate glimpse at via the surveillance footage in the police car is impinged upon by the chaotic, 
jumping body-camera footage shot from inside the home. Multiracial social life is interrupted by 
an image of black social death, represented here by visual stereotypes of lazy, drug-addicted 
black parents who functionally kidnap their own children in order to presumably receive state 
benefits. The scene is exemplary of how multiracialism’s “discursive landscape” is visually 
populated “with worrying, hallucinatory images of black depravity:… blowhards, imposters, 
liars, and petty lords; undeserving black beneficiaries-affirmative action babies, coddled 
criminals, and welfare queens” (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes, 53). In response to this scene 
of abjection, the white protagonist of the film, Officer Taylor, is seen from the perspective of his 
home, refortifying himself, recommitting himself to his own bodily sovereignty and reinvesting 
in his own personal struggle against those monoracial embodiments of social death and 
criminality threatening to undo the world of futurity the law aims to protect and maintain. It is 
ultimately the task of the white protagonist to guard the multiracial city of Los Angeles against 
the threat of social death embodied in the stultifying image of blackness. This final glimpse of 
Taylor shot within the space of his own home, eyes welling with tears, draws upon the surfeit of 
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humanity trope, the likes of which we saw in Chapter Two’s analysis of “Dear Officer, I See 
You.” End of Watch uses the intimate realism of surveillance footage to provide viewers with a 
means for visualizing the complex emotional life of police officers, all while resolving that 
emotional complexity into a sentimental call for the necessity of state violence against racialized 
enemy others.  
The House Party - Interracial Intimacy, Monoracial Queerness 
 
 The movie then continues showing the officers both engaging in their own relations of 
heterosexual futurity, and protecting the social life of the city from the prospects of queer, 
racialized social death. The scene returns to the inside of the squad car, where they discuss the 
fact that Taylor has a new girlfriend. They discuss their respective love interests, bantering back 
and forth about their own heterosexual relations of intimacy, trading vaguely racist jokes. Zavala 
steals Taylor’s phone because Taylor is keeping his new girlfriend’s name a secret, trying to 
protect his own zones of heterosexual intimacy. After learning Janet’s name, Zavala invites them 
to his cousin’s quinceañera, but warns him that “this shit is going to be hardcore Mexican 
though.” 
  This scene of familial and interracial intimacy between the two partners is once again 
interrupted by a cut to a house party hosted by the Mexican gang, where we see more signs of 
queer sexual perversion. Demon, one of the Mexican gangsters from the drive-by, beckons a 
scantily clad woman over to him, asking if she’s ever “fucked on heroin before?” La La, the 
female driver from the drive-by shooting, again is depicted as a deviant queer, pulling the 
woman away from Demon and onto her lap, waving money in her face and making out with her, 
all while Demon films on the handheld camera, an amateur lesbian porn scene in the making. 
Officers Taylor, Zavala, and Orozco are called to investigate the house party, presumably under 
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the guise of a noise complaint. Here, they confront La La, who sparks a joint right in front of 
Orozco, and asks her whether she wants to join her for a smoke like “back in the day,” beckoning 
her to return to a life Orozco has since left behind, and making sexual advances toward her. 
Taylor then asks Big Evil, “So, Mr. Big Evil, why do they call you Big Evil?” “Because,” Big 
Evil responds, “My Evil is big.” Following this thinly veiled phallic queer threat, the two men 
engage in a staring contest for a few uncomfortable seconds, until Taylor walks off, telling them 
that they need to turn the music down as they had received a noise complaint. 
 The scene then cuts to the sounds of the chicken dance at Zavala’s cousin’s quinceañera. 
Here, we meet Janet for the first time, who is dancing with Taylor, Zavala, and Zavala’s pregnant 
wife Gabby. Camcorder style footage captures Taylor and Janet’s two white faces, which, while 
standing out against the crowd of brown bodies, nevertheless fit in seamlessly, beckoned into this 
familial space of interracial intimacy within the safe confines of normalized heterosexual 
citizenship. Taylor is filming the scene with his handheld camera, providing intimate, low-angle 
camera views. Janet and Zavala exchange stories about their large families, and Janet asks to 
touch Gabby’s pregnant belly, feeling the baby kicking.  
 This scene of interracial intimacy cuts to a bedroom scene between Janet and Taylor, 
kissing one another on Taylor’s bed, progressing toward further states of undress as the camera 
zooms closer and closer to their faces, showing their smiles, their genuine relations of 
attachment, united in a healthy, loving, heterosexual relationship. As they continue presumably 
having sex, the scene goes dark, and then cuts to the light of the rising sun over Los Angeles the 
next morning. We are now transported back to Taylor’s room, this time in the light of day, where 
Janet, wearing pajamas, has found Taylor’s camcorder. She begins recording herself in a 
confessional style, meant for Taylor to find later. Here, she admits going through his things, 
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establishing a new relation of intimacy with her soon-to-be-husband, crossing into his zone of 
private relations. She talks about going through his wallet, and says that she loves any man who 
keeps an image of his mom with him at all times.  She then finds his list of names and numbers 
of past flings, and tears it up, announcing that he won’t need it anymore, before kissing the 
camera and climbing back into bed with him.  
 Here, the intimacy of self-surveillance, the glimpse of private life afforded to us by the 
camera, is used to situate the viewer within these relations of heterosexual intimacy that establish 
the normalcy of white and multiracial citizenship. Lauren Berlant has described these norms as 
the foundation of “heteronormative culture – a public culture, juridical, economic, and aesthetic, 
organized for the promotion of a world-saturating heterosexuality” (16). The surveillance 
cameras Taylor uses throughout the film suture together the public space of the law and its 
private attachments to norms of heteronormative sexuality and interracial intimacy. Surveillance 
performs the labor of connecting the racial and the sexual along with the public and the private.   
 Nevertheless, it is not enough for this fantasy to be articulated positively, as 
heteronormative culture requires the maintenance of “a state of sexual emergency, through 
homophobic and racist policies… along with various forms of defensiveness, rage, and nostalgia 
among ordinary citizens who liked it better when their sexuality could be assumed to be general 
for the population as a whole” (Berlant, 17). As the film goes on, we continue to see both 
positive articulations of multiracial heteronormativity and negative articulations of queer 
monoracial monstrosity. Through Taylor’s home-movie-esque camcorder videos, the viewer 
bears witness both to Gabby giving birth to Zavala’s first child, and Taylor’s own marriage to 
Janet, wherein Zavala promises Taylor that he will watch after Janet if anything happens. 
However, through the use of body-mounted cameras, we then watch with horror as the two 
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officers enter into a drug den owned by a Latinx gang, to find not only a hidden stash of cocaine, 
but also a room filled with blood, severed heads, limbs, and dismembered bodies. For these 
officers, every routine call that they engage in opens them up unto a new scene of horror and 
abjection, all filmed in grimy detail on their visual surveillance technology. Surveillance cinema 
performs the rhetorical labor of depicting banal normality of the day to day as under constant 
threat by racialized monstrosity. End of Watch’s surveillant narration builds upon and extends 
broader symbolic economies of police power wherein the chaotic world of always-latent 
racialized threats demands the sacred and unquestioned interventions of police violence.  
End of Watch 
 
 Taylor and Zavala are called to a scene of a crime against two of their fellow officers.  
Officer Van Hauser, the officer who initially warns Taylor against filming him in the locker 
room, has taken a knife to the eye, his own corporeal capacity for sight perception put under 
attack. It is also here that we learn that the Latinx gang has started their own counter-surveillance 
of the officers, watching Zavala and Taylor, and planning retribution for the officers’ work 
disrupting their criminal enterprise. Here, the cameras of the gangs take on a more sinister tone, 
signaling to the viewer both the pleasure of watching and the danger of being watched. Counter-
surveillance on the part of blacks and Latinxs, what Monahan has described as the “intentional, 
tactical uses… of surveillance technologies to challenge institutional power asymmetries” (2006: 
515), are here depicted as part of the arsenal the street gangs use to wage all-out war on civil 
society. 
 
 Soon after learning via another dash cam conversation that Janet is pregnant with 
Taylor’s child, raising the stakes of Taylor’s investment in heteronormative reproductive 
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citizenship, the viewer learns of the imminent danger that the officers will soon face. A cut to a 
green-tinted night-camera scene shot by the Mexican gang’s hand-held camcorder cues the 
viewer into their plans for an ambush. The scene cuts back to the dash cam, as Zavala jokes with 
Taylor about the future prospects of their children following in their footsteps and working 
together as partners in the police force. Their daydream of reproductive futurism is cut short by a 
mini-van in front of them running a red light, and they begin to pursue them in a chase. As they 
are led into the back alleys, the driver of the car jumps out and leads them through the projects 
on foot. The film reaches its climax as the officers are ambushed by the Mexican gang. The 
officers’ body-cams capture the chaos as La La, Big Evil, Demon, and crew, the queer, 
monstrous, racialized others which have been surveilling the officers, start shooting at them with 
machine guns. They begin running through the back alleys, shooting the gang members as they 
find them.   
 The officers continue running down the alley, noticing headlights in front of them. A man 
pops up out of the car shouting “Curbside Gang Locos!” and begins shooting at the officers. A 
bullet hits Taylor through his body-mounted camera, causing the screen to short-circuit and go 
blank temporarily. Zavala shoots the driver dead. Taylor goes down, and Zavala runs to him. 
Taylor is bleeding through his chest, and Zavala attempts to reassure him that he will survive. 
Taylor appears to be dying, his breath slows. Suddenly, Zavala hears a noise behind him, as 
Demon, La La, and Big Evil open fire on Zavala at point blank range, execution style. As the 
Curbside Locos are walking away from the scene of destruction, we see the familiar lights of the 
LAPD arrive on the scene, as the backup officers open fire on the gang, killing them all. The 
officers then stumble upon the bodies of their fallen brothers.  
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 The death scene is significant, as it embodies the film’s titular moment, the “End of 
Watch,” both literally and figuratively. The bullet that pierces Taylor’s camera dramatizes the 
end of their scopic surveillance as a metonym for the life of the officer himself, his body merging 
with his technological prosthetic. The ambush scene demonstrates for audiences that any normal 
incident that a police officer faces could potentially turn into a moment of extreme, warlike 
violence. The quotidian realism of the officer’s day-to-day lives is punctuated by extreme, 
exceptional violence. This violence, the perpetual threat against the biological survival of the 
officers, also threatens the order of heteronormative culture and reproductive futurity that these 
officers embody. The intimate realism of this danger naturalizes the violence of the LAPD as a 
necessary response to the insurgency of the Mexican gang. The officers firing down bullets in a 
blaze of glory on the monstrous criminal gang provides some resolution to the affective tension 
built up through the assault on Taylor and Zavala. The legitimate violence of the police resolves 
the illegitimate violence of the Mexican gang.  
 Ultimately, Zavala engages in one final act of interracial intimacy in the name of the 
continuation of white heterosexual citizenship, the self-sacrifice of his own body in order to save 
the film’s white protagonist. The film immediately cuts to a line of police cars, a police 
procession for Zavala. We see a diverse, multiracial crew of police officers gathering to honor 
their fallen brethren. We see Zavala’s family gather around to pay their tribute as Zavala’s casket 
is carried into a church. Here, we learn that Taylor has survived, as he is being consoled by Janet 
as he weeps over Zavala’s casket. He rises, injured on crutches, with the help of his Sergeant, to 
give a eulogy at Zavala’s funeral. He looks out across the sea of diverse faces gathered to 
support, and his words fail him. He can only muster, “He was my brother,” a reaffirmation of his 
familial connection with Zavala.  
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 The scene then fades out, and the viewer is returned to the squad car on the day of the 
shooting, Zavala alive once again. The scene of interracial intimacy is restored both as a memory 
of the past and as a hope in the future. The officers are back to discussing the impending arrival 
of Taylor’s newborn child. They once again trade vaguely racist jokes. Zavala tells a humorous 
anecdote about the first time he and Gabby tried to have sex: Interrupted by the arrival of 
Gabby’s parents, Zavala describes how he had to hide under the bed while Gabby’s parents had 
sex above him. The two partners crack up in a fit of laughter, and then give each other a fist 
bump, captured on Taylor’s body camera, as Taylor says, “Let’s go fight crime, or something!” 
Credits roll. 
  In response to his failure of speech at the eulogy, Taylor returns to the video 
documentation of his time with Zavala as a means of memorializing his fallen partner. Situated 
in between the pleasure of retelling, and the objectivity of representing, film’s affective 
economies are ambivalent and ambiguous. This scene in particular demonstrates how 
surveillance film “can become the repository of a person or event that has the integrity of historic 
truth but is nonetheless filtered and framed by the present ceremonial situation. Victim impact 
films and day-in-the-life… demonstrate the alteration of someone’s reality by tragedy” (Silbey, 
31). Ultimately, the film that has attempted to merely capture the real-life day-to-day interactions 
between these two officers has been transformed by Zavala’s death into a memorial and 
testimony to his life, to the intimate moments that he shared with his partner, and to the violence 
that cut his life short.  
 The intimate realism of visual surveillance technology is the means by which End of 
Watch contrasts the fecundity of interracial social life and the vibrancy of heteronormative 
citizenship against the dereliction of monoracial social death and the monstrosity of queer 
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criminality. End of Watch demonstrates, as Sexton suggests, that “the white subject, embedded in 
the institution of family-as-nation, metonym of the universal, has understood itself in the historic 
instance to be, both onscreen and off, under the enabling cover of the police and military,” and 
that deviant monoracial subjects are the “prototype of that threat against which "civilization" 
must defend” (2009: 49).  Investing the cultural artifacts of multiracial heteronormative 
citizenship with the intimacy of realism, surveillance becomes a means of naturalizing violent 
discursive practices of racialization, normalizing stereotypical representations of racialized 
others, and legitimizing the exceptional use of force against those libidinally charged signifiers 
of social death and monoracial destruction. End of Watch can thus be situated as part of what 
Berlant describes as a “vast culture industry constantly generating text and law on behalf of 
heterosexuality’s preservation and extension into resistant or unincorporated domains of 
identification and fantasy” (1997: 16). By inviting viewers to intimately experience the 
heteronormative intimacies of multiracialism, and the threat posed to those intimacies by queer 
racialized signifiers of abjection and criminality, the film affectively delimits the viewer into 
practices of intimacy that have no ethical space of recognition for the queer, monstrous, 
racialized Other.  
Conclusion 
 
 There is a mutually reinforcing relationship between the professional forensic labor of 
police media workers and surveillant narration in popular media. Techniques of surveillant 
narrative in police cinema prime a variety of publics for the interpretive labor of negotiating a 
world of competing visualities which call into question the symbolic authority of police (Gates, 
“The Cultural Labor of Surveillance”). End of Watch is one example of how surveillance cinema 
works to “invest police institutions with renewed narrative authority in the new media landscape, 
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giving the police added ammunition in their constant battle of interpretations over the prevailing 
ways of seeing crime, social disorder, and police power itself” (Gates, “The Cultural Labor of 
Surveillance”, 257). Indeed, popular representations of police in media provide “an easily and 
widely accessible pool of cultural goods that cops select to enhance their self-image” (Crank, 
37). Cop films provide police with popular narrative structures for rhetorics which work to 
justify police power and naturalize police violence. 
 It is perhaps no surprise, then, that End of Watch became part of the rhetorical reservoir 
of police and their publics during the intense cultural battles over racial police violence which 
erupted in the years following the film’s release. It is in this regard that End of Watch can be 
understood as a sort of ur-text of the Blue Lives Matter movement.  The film rehearses the 
cultural scripts through which police respond to racialized crises of visibility. End of Watch 
received widespread acclaim from police for its depiction of the humanity of police officers and 
the danger that they go through every day (Clinton). End of Watch draws on traditional symbolic 
economies of police culture that became manifest in the Blue Lives Matter movement, such as 
the Manichean divide between good and evil and the mortal yet heroic nature of police officers 
(Crank). End of Watch emerges out of and helps reconstitute a symbolic economy wherein police 
are granted a surfeit of humanity, using surveillance to articulate the dual position that police are 
misunderstood human beings with families, and that every moment on the street constitutes a 
potential moment of absolute corporeal danger to the police officer (and, by extension, their 
family). The film, sold as a realistic look at the life of police officers, naturalizes the presumption 
that police violence is a necessary and inevitable response to the objective realities of 
overwhelming threat which face police day-to-day.  
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 End of Watch had a profound rhetorical influence on the Blue Lives Matter movement. 
The phrase “End of Watch,” has long been an important trope in police culture, signaling both 
the imperative to return home at the end of a shift and the threat of death which could await 
police officers who don’t take seriously enough the threats of violence they face on the street. 
The online publics of Blue Lives Matter drew on the symbolic currency of the “End of Watch” 
trope to weaponize images of dead cops against the Black Lives Matter movement and the 
Obama administration. One exemplary meme shows four dead black police officers, each with 
their “End of Watch” dates, captioned “Four black lives were killed within 6 days… Protests = 0  
Marches = 0 #BlackLivesMatter?” Below the meme, textual comments from the poster read: 
“Interesting… no comment from Sharpton, Holder, Jackson nor Obama. No looting.. no 
protests… no #blacklivesmatter campaign… Wonder Why?” (“Four Black Lives”).  Here, 
images of the uniformed bodies of good black police officers who experienced their “End of 
Watch” are mobilized visually against the spectre of those bad black political elites (Rev. Al 
Sharpton, then U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder, Rev. Jesse Jackson, and President Barack 
Obama) who would deign to criticize police. Another post, this one on the Blue Lives Matter 
page, shows an image of a black man, smiling in front of the Blue Lives American Flag, with the 
caption “Delaware State Trooper Stephen Ballard was gunned down at a Wawa convencience 
store – His Life Mattered”. In the comments on this post, users decry the lack of Black Lives 
Matter outrage and blame Black Lives Matter and other black figures like Obama, Sharpton, and 
Jackson for his death (“Delaware State Trooper…”).  “End of Watch” posts memorializing 
officers killed in the line of duty fill up pages like Blue Lives Matter, True Blue Warriors, and 
Stand Up America and Support Our Police, alongside posts decrying the Black Lives Matter 
movement and blaming Obama, black activists and politicians, and liberal media elite for their 
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“War on Cops”. Each image of a dead police officer become a visual metonym for the broader 
“War on Cops” metaphor, and the repetitive posting, sharing, and viewing of these images 
constitutes a series of visual practices for updating these publics habitual investment in 
conservative narratives of victimization. The film, End of Watch, preceding the rise of Blue 
Lives Matter by two years, both emerged out of and provided a visual template for this particular 
mobilization of the “End of Watch” trope in police discourse. 
 End of Watch has become an important visual touchstone for Blue Lives Matter and other 
publics affectively invested in the narrative of police victimization at the hands of media and 
activist countervisuality. Images and videos from the film circulated widely in Blue Lives Matter 
online social media circles. Some images referenced the film itself, and some used the characters 
to comment on facets of quotidian police life. For example, one Twitter user, @thinbluelife, 
whose full Twitter name is “Blue Lives Matter,” and has a Humanize the Badge logo as their 
cover photo and a Blue Lives Matter American flag as their profile picture, posted an image of 
Zavala and Taylor hugging each other, with the hashtag #FictionalDeathIWillNeverGetOver. 
One meme shows Officer Taylor with a nonplussed look on his face, with the caption “When the 
robber who runs and resists arrest files a complaint from jail that you were rude to him” (“When 
the robber who runs…”) The official Blue Lives Matter Facebook page posted a link to an 
interview with Jake Gyllenhaal wherein the actor claims that the film “changed [his] life,” by 
exposing him to the perspective of the police officer, with the caption “Good stuff, good dude” 
(“Jake Gyllenhaal: End of Watch…”). One scene in particular stands out for its popularity in the 
visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter: the opening car chase dash-cam scene with Taylor’s “Fate 
with a Badge and a Gun” monologue. The official Blue Lives Matter Facebook page posted a 
video clip of that scene in its entirety, with the post text: “The most accurate true to life scene 
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and speech ever made in a Police movie. End of Watch” (“The most accurate…”). This 
monologue was used in a number of memes (“I am the police” meme, “Our Manifesto”), and 
even kitsch memorabilia, like a tryptic décor sign advertised on Pinterest (“End of Watch” 
tryptic).  The realism of the film, its ability to show the “accurate true to life” world of police, 
merges with the emotionally charged tone of the opening monologue, declaring police to be 
warriors in a Manichean struggle of good vs. evil, fate with a badge and a gun dedicated to 
hunting down a world of evildoers.  
 The film’s intimate realism into the lives of the police officers resonated with a number 
of online commenters on police media sites, who describe their visceral, bodily, and emotional 
reactions to the film of Watch. In the comments section of Clinton’s article on PoliceMag.com, 
user Bernard White, who describes himself as a “Former LEO,” wrote that “The good parts were 
great and even the bad parts were authentically gut wrenching.” User Sgtbuck187, who claims 
that he “walked the walk for 31 years” describes how the film “Brought back some deep feelings 
and memories and much to my surprise (and delight), there wasn’t a dry eye in the theater.” User 
Lisa who comes “from a family of law enforcement and married into it as well,” praised the film 
for its realism in depicting the intimate lives of police and their families: “Anyone who has a 
loved one in law enforcement and sees this movie would agree no stone was left unturned in 
capturing a real cop's story.” User J.C. who describes himself as involved with law enforcement 
in Atlanta says that the film’s accuracy, realism, and prompted him to watch it repeatedly: “I 
loved this movie, it is by far the best and accurate Cop movie I have ever seen. And although a 
few things were a stretch in the movie it is still to me about 90-95% accurate… I saw the movie 
several times in the theater and bought the blue ray the day it was released. I've watch it about 10 
times… it's about time someone made a movie for us.”  
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 These comments reflect how dramatized images of all-too-human police officers under 
attack from monstrous racialized others constitute a reservoir of affective investment police and 
their discursive publics. They also demonstrate the merging of subjectivity and objectivity in the 
narration strategies of surveillant media at work in both cinema and professional police forensics 
labor.  What makes the film realistic (read: true, and objective) is precisely its visualized 
subjective perspective, its ability to show law enforcement from the intimate and emotionally 
weighted perspective of police officers. To see the world of crime and danger as it really exists 
means, in these rhetorics, to see the world through the eyes of police officers.  Surveillance 
technology helps perform the rhetorical labor that naturalizes the conflation of the partisan 
rhetoric of police with a supposedly objective reality.  
 End of Watch demonstrates how visual rhetorics of surveillance help constitute the 
symbolic economy of the policing of the post-racial. End of Watch is an exemplary case study in 
the ways that police officers and media producers work in concert to engage in rhetorical labor 
which primes audiences for interpreting surveillance footage through the visual perspective of 
police power. The rhetorical sense of objectivity and realism of visual surveillance technology is 
both augmented by and works to augment audiences’ affective investment in the humanity of 
police officers and the inhumanity of those who would threaten them. Popular police surveillance 
media provide police with an opportunity to intervene in a world of increasingly fragmented 
visualities and respond to emerging media conditions of ubiquitous surveillance. Studying the 
visual rhetorics of End of Watch, both its technological conditions of production and mediation 
and its narrative structure and diegetic representations, provides insight into the role that libidinal 
investments in race and sexuality play in maintaining structures of white supremacy and 
antiblackness in the fragmented visual age of the post-racial.  
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CHAPTER 4 - MEMEING THE BLACK PRESIDENCY: OBAMA MEMES AND THE 
AFFECTIVE AMBIVALENCE OF RACIALIZED POLICING 
 
 
Policing Obama’s Blackness 
 
President Barack Obama’s time in office saw a number of high-profile controversies 
regarding racist police violence. From the arrest of Henry Louis Gates, Jr., to the killing of 
Michael Brown, from #Ferguson to #Baltimore, President Obama was called upon, time and time 
again, to confront the racial violence of American policing. Feeling pressure from 
#BlackLivesMatter protestors and pro-police groups alike, Obama typically addressed these 
controversies in his signature fashion: validating the concerns of both sides awhile attempting to 
transcend the controversy through deliberative pragmatism. Ultimately, neither side was 
satisfied.  
Critics on the right, including many police officers and their supporters, saw Obama as a 
race-baiter, stoking racial tensions and encouraging violence against police. Despite the balanced 
tenor of Obama’s rhetoric, Philip Bump of The Washington Post reports that “few theories of 
Obama's hatred have been as sustained and as broadly accepted as the idea that he hates police 
officers.” Cultural anxieties about the threat Obama posed to white sovereignty manifested in a 
law enforcement culture increasingly hostile to the authority of the chief executive. While KKK 
leader David Duke’s was presumably speaking metaphorically when he proclaimed that "Obama 
is a visual aid for White Americans who just don't get it yet that we have lost control of our 
country” (CBS News), his words offer an uncanny insight into how a visual culture of antiblack 
racism shaped the perception of Obama amongst pro-police publics. Police officers from 
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departments around the country have come under investigation for producing and circulating 
racist images, memes and videos about President Obama and the #BlackLivesMatter movement 
(Gibson, Lohr, Taylor).   
If critics on the right saw Obama as hating the police, some critics on the left saw Obama 
as embodying the police. Obama was criticized for his equivocating rhetoric on 
#BlackLivesMatter (West, 2016), his administration’s role in the militarization of police (Balko), 
and his failure to stop the indefinite detention of Muslims (Hudson). U.S. use of drone strikes 
against brown and black populations across the globe prompted former Obama supporter and 
black radical philosopher Cornel West to go so far as to call Obama a “global George 
Zimmerman” (Spradley). At the same time that Obama called on Americans to empathize with 
the concerns of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, his administration was conducting FBI 
surveillance to keep tabs on #BlackLivesMatter activists (Craven). Obama’s blackness becomes 
a conduit through which “the office of the president, a powerful extension of the US state” can 
“appropriate black images to suppress autonomous black freedom struggles and to promote less 
threatening racial narratives” (Cobb, 65). One striking example of this visual appropriation of 
Obama’s blackness in the service of racialized state violence occurred following the 
administration’s killing of Osama Bin Laden, as a number of memes and videos circulated on the 
internet celebrating the killing as an act of black gangsta cool.   
This chapter examines two sets of visual digital media artifacts, the anti-Obama memes 
and videos circulated in pro-police publics, and the pro-Obama memes and videos circulated 
following the killing of Bin Laden, in order to offer an inroad into understanding the ambivalent 
nature of racialized attachment involved in the policing of the post-racial. While one set of 
artifacts focuses on domestic policing in the United States and the other on global policing in the 
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war on terror, I analyze the two together because, like Marc Neocleous, I see the war on terror as 
the “contemporary instantiation of the combination of war power and police power” (14). Not 
only does “the antiblack ‘racial formation’ of the prison” work across geographical scales “the 
local to the regional, national, and global,” as Dylan Rodríguez reminds us, it also forms “the 
condition of possibility (if not the procedural blueprint) for the policing and targeted 
incarceration of other racially pathologized bodies/communities” (10). Despite their differing 
scenes, both sets of images demonstrate how seemingly disparate publics deploy ambivalent 
signifiers of blackness to mediate their relationship to institutions of racialized state violence.  
This article studies these visual rhetorics to shed light on the affective relay between 
negrophobia, the fear or hatred of blackness, and negrophilia, the fetishistic love of blackness 
(Wilderson and Williams). The dyad of negrophobia/negrophilia describes an ambivalent 
cultural relationship to blackness: blackness is reviled, feared, and excluded, but it is also 
desired, consumed, and included. This essay probes how both critics and advocates of Obama 
use visual rhetoric to tap into the affective energy of blackness. I examine the role of 
negrophobia and negrophilia in constituting the “host of power relations and cultural practices” 
at work in the “visual order” of racial state violence (Vivian 481). I ask: how do diverse modes 
of affective investment in Obama’s blackness work to mediate state violence for different 
political publics? I find that America’s cross-cultural attachment to racialized police violence is 
subtended by a libidinal economy of antiblack racism, reproduced in part through the spread of 
visual digital media containing tropes of both negrophobia and negrophilia. 
The visual culture of the internet is a key site for studying the ambivalent affective 
relationship between negrophobia and negrophilia for three reasons. First, memes and viral 
videos are digital media artifacts which proliferate through enjoyment and traffic in “circulating 
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modes and affects” (Jenkins, 457). Second, the viral energy of meme circulation relies on the 
slippery ambivalence of visual interpretation, as images provide space for multiple, ambivalent 
arguments and affective investments (Hahner). Finally, the visually saturated digital culture of 
the internet is inherently racialized, insofar as online presentation is necessarily mediated by an 
economy of visual racial signifiers (Nakamura).  
The argument proceeds in four parts. The first offers a rhetorical theory of negrophobia 
and negrophilia as a supplement to theories of racial neoliberalism in current rhetorical 
scholarship on Obama images, exploring how negrophobia and negrophilia emerge out of the 
libidinal economies of chattel slavery and its after-life, extending into the moment of the post-
racial. The second examines the use of negrophobic tropes in anti-Obama images circulated 
either by police officers or in right-leaning, pro-police blogs and social media posts. The third 
section turns to negrophilic pro-Obama images that celebrate the killing of Bin Laden and glorify 
the war on terror. The conclusion argues that by tracking the rhetorical labor of negrophobia and 
negrophilia in discourses of policing, rhetorical scholars can offer a better account of the 
affective dynamics of racism in the post-racial and the psychological barriers to dismantling 
structures of white supremacy and antiblackness.  
Racial Neoliberalism and the Ambivalence of Antiblackness 
 
Rhetorical scholars have situated online Obama images in the context of racial 
neoliberalism, which Darrel Enck-Wanzer describes as the perpetuation of racism and white 
supremacy within the supposedly color-blind structures of late capitalism. Under racial 
neoliberalism, the mere discussion of race is labeled archaic and racist. Racial neoliberalism 
rhetorically silences conversations about racism while simultaneously disavowing race’s ongoing 
importance in structuring the contemporary social order. The color-blind discourse of racial 
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neoliberalism is evident in a number of online anti-Obama images that deploy racialized 
signifiers that “mark Obama as a threatening, uncivilized, racialized Other” while purporting to 
color-blindness by not “invoking the term ‘race’” and by “hiding behind the justification of 
‘policy disagreements’” (Enck-Wanzer 26). Ralina L. Joseph describes the circulation of 
racialized images of Obama on the internet as moving between two poles: explicitly racist 
images depicting Obama as a thug, animal, or terrorist, and supposedly “postracial, Black-
transcendent images of Obama” which emphasize the “abandonment of [Obama’s] Blackness” 
(393). In current scholarship, Obama images are situated mostly between two discursive 
registers: conservative, racist discourses that demonize Obama’s blackness, and liberal, color-
blind discourses that erase Obama’s blackness entirely by championing him as “postracial” or 
transcendent of race. 
However, little attention has been paid to Obama images that neither denigrate his 
blackness nor erase it entirely, but rather celebrate it openly and visibly. Joseph’s work on 
Obama images comes closest when she describes “fetishistic pro-Obama” (399) images that 
deploy “icons of blackness” (399) to “celebrate… Obama as the ultimate gangsta” (398). Yet 
Joseph still describes the main affective labor of these images as race-denying rather than race-
affirming. The celebration of Obama typically occurs, according to Joseph, insofar as there is “a 
metaphoric sloughing off of his Blackness” (400). What are rhetorical scholars to make of 
celebratory, pro-Obama images that traffic in tropes of blackness? Might these images constitute 
a progressive visual alternative to the racial animus of explicitly racist Obama images and the 
color-blindness involved in the erasure of Obama’s blackness? I remain skeptical. For, as Lisa 
Flores notes, “the faces of race seemingly change while the logics of racism remain firmly 
entrenched,” resulting in “alignments of racial and racist thought across seemingly 
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incommensurable lines” (13-14). Tracking these mutations of antiblack racism in the 
contemporary era may require rhetorical scholars to move beyond the dialectics of color-
blindness and racial hatred. The concept of ambivalent affective economies might be one way 
forward.  
The ambivalence of affective attachment within symbolic or libidinal economies is an 
important psychoanalytic concept that has been taken up by both rhetorical scholars and afro-
pessimist thinkers in black studies. Unlike emotion, which tends toward positive or negative 
valences such as happiness and joy, or anger and sadness, affect signals a subterraneous conduit 
of energies and attachments that lack a defined telos. Rhetorical scholar Christian O. Lundberg 
describes this conduit of affective attachment in the Lacanian vocabulary of “enjoyment.” 
“Enjoyment,” Lundberg writes, “organizes affect, representing… the subject’s ritual organization 
of its affective investments and the means of organizing these practices” (113). Similarly, afro-
pessimist thinker Frank B. Wilderson III, uses the concept of “libidinal economy” to describe 
“the whole structure of psychic and emotional life,” and the “distribution and arrangement. . .  of 
desire and identification” (6). The affective enjoyment which organizes the subject’s economy of 
libidinal investment is instead is constituted through multiple, contradictory impulses 
simultaneously. As Lundberg reminds us, “Enjoyment is a mode of affective organization that 
does not aim at the production of a specific end but that revels in mere fact of its repetition” 
(113). Libidinal economy structures desire and enjoyment ambivalently, as it is “linked not only 
to forms of attraction, affection, and alliance, but also to aggression, destruction, and the 
violence of lethal consumption” (Wilderson, 6). Political structures of antiblackness coexist 
alongside the cultural enjoyment of racial difference so easily, in part, because the celebration 
and exchange of signifiers of blackness functions as a habitual site of enjoyment within cultural 
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projects of American violence. Negrophobia and negrophilia constitute the Janus-faced 
manifestations of a libidinal economy of desire invested in the objectification of blackness. 
The violence of white supremacy and antiblackness has never been merely about hating 
black people, but rather in asserting ownership over “[t]he energizing capacity of blackness” 
itself (Wilderson and Williams, 115). Chattel slavery was as much a libidinal economy as it was 
a political economy, shaped by ambivalent cross-currents of white subjects desiring the 
simultaneously violent and pleasurable consumption of black flesh. The ubiquity of plantation 
rape and the simultaneous existence of miscegenation prohibitions demonstrates the admixture of 
desire and violence at work in the operations of chattel enslavement (Sexton, Amalgamation 
Schemes). Christina Sharpe calls monstrous intimacies those practices of subjectivity of both 
black and white persons constituted by slavery’s relations of white desire for black bodies. 
Sharpe argues that the modes of subjectivity inherent to plantation relations of sexual violence 
and desire persist beyond so-called emancipation, constituting “post-slavery subjects” in their 
wake. Figures such as the mammy figure, rhetorical figures which white subjects use to build 
subjective lines of filiation and kinship off of the theft of black women’s domestic and sexual 
labor, constitute one such monstrous intimacy. Sharpe incisively writes, “Disguised as or hidden 
behind… intimacy, affection, and even love, a monstrous intimacy is at the center of the 
production of white subjectivity vis a vis the introjection of the figure of the mammy” (170). The 
circulation of the mammy image in white kitsch objects beyond the termination of chattel slavery 
demonstrates the ways in which post-slavery subjects are continuously re-made through 
animated desires for blackness which circulate within visual cultures.  
Similarly, an ambivalent desire for black masculinity and fascination/fear of the black 
phallus has historically been at work in the affective currents which animate white lynching 
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practices and its attendant techniques of visual representation. As David Marriott notes, there is 
an “intimate connection between phobic anxieties associated with the black penis and fetishistic 
investment in the black penis as a defence against such anxiety” (12). This affective relay 
between phobia and philia as it relates to the black phallus explains why white publics traded in 
photographs and corporeal memorabilia of lynched male black bodies: “The taking of 
photographs at mass lynchings, the taking of body parts from the mutilated victim as memento 
mori - the most highly prized being the black penis - seem to have been central to the 
compulsively ritualized ways of looking at the black man's body at the moment of its 
annihilation” (Marriott, 9). The black body throughout enslavement and beyond has been made 
an object both of derision and affection, rendered subject to extreme acts of gratuitous violence, 
sexual assault, and policing both due to its perceived status as dangerous and desirable.  
Accounts of racial neoliberalism which posit contemporary racism as oscillating between 
the poles of white supremacist hatred of blackness and color-blind denial of blackness miss the 
ways that progressive and multicultural forms of antiblackness extend ambivalent libidinal 
economies of antiblack desire into the present day (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes). As bell 
hooks reminds us, “mass culture is the contemporary location that both publicly declares and 
perpetuates the idea that there is pleasure to be found in the acknowledgment and enjoyment of 
racial difference” (366). Rhetorically speaking, negrophilic antiblack discourse accentuates and 
reanimates negrophobic tropes positively rather than denying or erasing the affective charge of 
blackness. Blackness is commodified and appropriated for consumption by whites and nonblack 
people of color (Johnson).  Black criminality is rearticulated as a sign of gangster cool; Black 
sexuality is rearticulated as a site of sexual perversion.  Negrophilia provides “a space for 
rebellion against social norms” (Archer-Straw 15). This is because blackness is seen “as cool, 
  159 
hip, and transgressive,” functioning as a “backdrop of Otherness” within the “unconscious 
fantasies. . . embedded in the. . . deep structure of white supremacy” (hooks, 380, 366). 
Negrophilia allows publics steeped in antiblack racism to participate in the ambiguous and 
ephemeral enjoyment of black culture while disavowing entirely the persistent antiblack violence 
of the civil society. The negrophobic and negrophilic consumption of visual signifiers of 
blackness is a habituated rhetorical practice through which Americans negotiate their 
relationship to state and para-state violence. 
Understanding antiblackness as a relay between negrophobia and negrophilia helps 
explain the persistence of racial antagonism in the moment of the post-racial. The post-racial, 
like all “post-” prefixes, contains that which it ostensibly seeks to move beyond. The rhetorical 
purchase of the post-racial is significant not simply because it is a lie. While that happens to be 
true, the falsity of the post-racial, at this point, is so obvious as to not be worth stating. What is 
important to understand about the post-racial is the way that the clash between discourses of 
racial transcendence and contemporary crises of racialized visibility itself produces new 
foundations and justifications for practices of racialized policing. The policing of the post-racial 
involves the appropriation of black persons and black signifiers into institutions of white 
supremacist violence and policing, the celebration or disavowal of that racialized violence on the 
part of progressive audiences, and the widespread backlash to that appropriation of blackness 
within white supremacist institutions in the service of white supremacy and antiblackness. 
Within the post-racial, Eric King Watts describes, “Not only must blackness be made to appear 
and disappear over and over again, but for sovereignty to really flourish, blackness must be made 
to express sovereignty’s limitless power” (11). Within the discursive moment of the post-racial, 
blackness signifies relative to white sovereignty three times over: First, signifying the 
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diversification and progress of a diverse civil society through the appropriation of signifiers of 
blackness into institutions of state violence. Second, signifying the decline of white sovereignty 
through blackness run amock within these institutions. Third, signifying the exigence for a return 
to white sovereignty through dispersed acts of state and para-state violence against runaway 
signifiers of blackness. Caught between these three signifying forces is the figure of America’s 
first black President. It is for this reason, then, that “the icon [of the post-racial] is Obama” 
(Watts, 11).  
Anti-Obama Images and Negrophobia 
 
The circulation of explicitly racist electronic media amongst police officers is widespread 
and well-documented (King). Many of these images figure Obama as the primary antagonist of 
police culture. Officers across the country have been caught sending images that depict Obama 
as an ape (Lohr), drawing on “the entrenched stereotype of people of African descent as 
monkeys” (Joseph 394). One image, shared by police officers in Ferguson, depicts Ronald 
Reagan feeding a monkey through a baby-bottle, with the tag, “Rare photo of Ronald Reagan 
babysitting Barack Obama in early 1962” (Spargo). The visual gag plays both on conservative 
nostalgia for Reagan and on racist stereotypes about blacks. For the officers who exchange these 
images, Obama becomes a racial icon for blackness writ large through his association with 
durable tropes of black inhumanity. The humor of the joke relies on a “routinized pattern within 
the field of signifying articulation” (Lundberg, 180) between blackness and animality. The 
“virtually automatic attachments to signifiers” (Lundberg, 180) of black inhumanity at work in 
these images is also mobilized in the text message of one former San Francisco police officer: 
“Keep [your gun] available in case the monkey returns to his roots. Its (sic) not against the law to 
put an animal down” (7 San Francisco Officers). The chain of symbolic associations that makes 
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these jokes intelligible emerges out of and works to sustain the “modes of perception, visual 
practices. . . and forms of affect” (Vivian, 479) that allow some officers to see black people as 
threatening and inhuman. 
In a number of images shared on pro-police social media, Obama stands in for the threat 
of black brutishness and criminality which demands the violent intervention of police. One such 
meme, captioned, “COP KILLER BARACK OBAMA – INCITING VIOLENCE TOWARD 
POLICE BY FABRICATING RACISM,” shows an angry, red-eyed Obama standing in front of 
the Capitol Building pointing a smoking revolver towards the viewer (azgary). His position in 
front of the Capitol Building magnifies the perceived racial threat by situating a criminal Obama 
in a position of power. It also links Obama to gangster rap culture by having him mimic the 
popular sideways gun pose often seen in rap music videos (Palmer). Obama’s pose in the image 
is reminiscent of the myriad pictures of young black men pointing guns at the camera used by 
officers in social media posts attempting to criminalize victims of police shootings, like the fake 
picture of Michael Brown used by a Kansas City, MO police officer (Walsh). The habitual 
digital production and online circulation of these “Obama-as-thug images” (Joseph, 398) 
reinforces metonymic connections between Obama, police shooting victims, black criminality, 
and violence against the police.  
Another series of images depicts Obama as either hating cops or failing to honor police 
when they are killed, blaming Obama’s supposedly racially charged rhetoric for attacks on police 
officers. This trope plays out in a series of memes that try to associate Obama with Jeffrey 
Williams, a black man accused of shooting two police officers during a protest in Ferguson. The 
memes feature pictures of Obama, Williams, Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown doing 
supposedly thuggish looking things: smoking marijuana, drinking alcohol, taking selfies, and 
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holding up their middle fingers. The blog post accompanying these memes traffics in the crudest 
of negrophobic stereotypes and openly celebrates the death of Brown and Martin, all while 
blaming Obama not only for the shooting of the Ferguson police officers, but also the riots that 
erupted after Ferguson (Andresen). One tweet, circulating using the #BlueLivesMatter hashtag, 
shows a picture of Obama smiling wistfully overlaid on an image of a building in Ferguson 
burning to the ground, linking Obama with racist tropes about the violence and destructiveness 
of #BlackLivesMatter (@JosephMRyan1). A trope that recurs after nearly every police shooting 
during the Obama administration is that Obama “has blood on his hands” (Concha). One picture 
posted to the Facebook page I Support The Police, Not Criminals features Obama’s face 
photoshopped onto a silhouette of a dark body smearing bloody hands on the camera lens. Other 
memes criticize Obama for not honoring fallen police officers, contrasting images of Obama 
speaking out on the deaths of Brown, Martin, and Eric Garner with an empty podium in front of 
the White House (Cook). These memes constitute an erasure of Obama’s voice, ignoring his 
balanced rhetorical approach and exclusively depicting Obama’s racially charged rhetoric as a 
threat to police. Whether explicitly racist, such as the Obama-as-thug images, or implicitly racist, 
such as the empty podium, images that depict Obama as a racial threat to police officers are 
pervasive throughout the digital sphere of police culture.   
“The Hoods,” a crude YouTube video made and circulated by four (now-former) Ft. 
Lauderdale police officers, is exemplary of how Obama functions as an icon for the threat 
blackness poses to institutions of white sovereignty (Taylor; Downs). “The Hoods” laments the 
loss of a long-gone era of “savage hunters,” “HOODS OF DEATH – THE N*****S CALLED 
THEM,” interspersing images of police cars, police dogs, and screen shots of plantation owners 
and runaway slaves. This peculiar arrangement of text and images celebrates contemporary 
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police violence through a nostalgic appeal to “the historical presence of the surveillance 
technologies of organized slave patrols and bounty hunters for runaways” (Browne, 66). This 
perverted scene of white supremacist reminiscence is visually and textually interrupted: “BUT 
ONE N****R WOULD CHANGE EVERYTHING,” cutting to a hyper-racialized, digitally 
manipulated image of Obama shown with a gold grill and gold chain necklace. In response, the 
officers issue a call to action: “BUT WAIT MY FRIEND – THIS SUMMER – GET READY TO 
RIDE,” followed by a gruesome montage of images of black men being attacked by German 
Shepherds and slave hunters, a black man behind prison glass overlaid with a caption saying 
“Escaped Slave,” and pools of blood gathering on the floor. 
“The Hoods” gives insight into how these officers rhetorically interpret the social role of 
contemporary policing as a continuation of historical practices of chattel slavery and Jim Crow 
racial terrorism. This affective continuity between contemporary policing and enslavement 
demonstrates the degree to which the “libidinal economy of antiblackness is pervasive, 
regardless of variance or permutation in its political economy” (Sexton, “People-of-color-
blindness” 36-37). Tracking the rhetorical labor of this video registers an empirical record of 
how antiblack policing has historically allowed for the “reconfiguration of [slavery’s] 
operation… rather than its abolition” (Sexton, “People-of-color-blindness” 37). The visual icon 
of Obama precipitates scenes of white sovereignty in crisis, and coordinates sentiments of loss 
and nostalgia. By offering a visible signifier of blackness in a role of extreme power and 
sovereignty, the racial threat of Obama articulates cultural anxieties about federal government 
tyranny (Matheson) to right-wing, white supremacist fears of “an imaginary world of… 
‘oppressive black power,’” (Sexton, Amalgamation Schemes 53). Images of Obama secure a link 
between fears of black dereliction and paranoia about big government, figuring police as 
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patriotic national heroes whose antiblack violence saves white victims from the tyranny of black 
oppression.  
Pro-Obama Images and Negrophilia 
 
 
The death of Osama Bin Laden was an event “saturated with social and political 
meaning” (Schrift 279). News of Bin Laden’s death was met in the United States with an 
orgiastic wave of patriotic jubilation. Following Bin Laden’s death, a plethora of pro-Obama 
memes and images proliferated on the internet, celebrating the killing of Bin Laden as a political 
victory for the Obama administration (Dickens). Many of the Obama memes surrounding the 
killing of Bin Laden involve various incarnations of the “black cool” trope. Perhaps the most 
frequently used image in these memes is a picture taken of Obama pointing at the camera, 
wearing sunglasses, smile beaming from ear-to-ear, tie flailing in the wind. Rebecca Walker 
describes this particular picture of Obama as the ultimate icon of black cool, a magnetic affective 
energy that resonates in and around Obama’s blackness: “[I]n this picture, Obama is indisputably 
cool He is so, so cool I cannot turn away from the image. . . . The Cool in this photo is so 
palpable it sends a shiver up my spine. It is Black Cool” (xv). These memes remix this image 
with captions such as “Sorry it took so long to get you a copy of my birth certificate – I was too 
busy killing Osama Bin Laden,” or simply “U MAD”. This visual icon of black cool is 
appropriated by progressive audiences as a sign of an indisputable political victory, a stinging 
rebuke to Obama’s conservative haters. These memes, trading in the nonchalant swagger of 
Obama’s blackness, celebrate Obama’s ability to kill a terrorist with ease and to look good while 
he’s doing it.  
Other memes decorate Obama with cultural references from gangster rap and black youth 
culture. One meme shows Obama brushing imaginary dirt off his shoulder, with the caption “99 
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Problems – BUT BIN LADEN AIN’T ONE,” both references to classic songs from Jay Z’s The 
Black Album (Jay-Z).  Another depicts the now iconic image of Obama walking away from the 
podium where he announced Bin Laden’s death, with the caption “#SWAG,” a word that 
“conveys style, confidence, triumph and power” which gained enormous popularity following its 
appearance in a Soulja Boy song (Richards). Another image shows an official Presidential 
portrait of Obama with the American flag in the background, with the caption, “GAVE THAT 
BITCH A DEAD TERRORIST – BITCHES LOVE DEAD TERRORISTS.” This is an example 
of the immensely popular “Bitches Love X” meme, a series of memes that all play on the line “I 
sent that bitch a smiley face, bitches love smiley faces,” from the unapologetically black cartoon 
show The Boondocks (Bitches Love Smiley Faces). These images invert the affective charge of 
negrophobic tropes of blackness, finding in the killing of Bin Laden evidence of Obama’s hip-
hop ethos, his swag, and his gangster cool. Rap’s lyrical games of one-upmanship provide a 
discursive template for young liberals to articulate affects of accomplishment and pride in the 
political victory of Bin Laden’s death. 
One viral video from Funny or Die, parodies Obama’s 60 Minutes interview about the 
killing of Bin Laden (Davis). This mockumentary style video draws on stereotypical signifiers 
evocative of scenes from interviews with rap artists, showing a well-dressed, presidential-
looking Obama surrounded by what appears to be his hip-hop posse, complete with a blunt roller 
and a guy drinking a 40 oz. malt beverage. James Davis, the video’s writer, director, and Obama 
impersonator, deploys a strikingly accurate impersonation of the president’s cadence and 
inflection, but adorns his speech with slang drawn from hip hop’s aesthetic “playground for 
caricatures of black gangstas” (Rose, 1). Davis as Obama offers the following retelling of the 
event of Bin Laden’s death:  
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I was at the White House, getting that money, when my military connect hit me with a 
direct message on Twitter letting me know that they had identified the whereabouts of 
Osama Bin Laden. It was at that point that I gave out the executive order to LAY THAT 
MURDER GAME DOWN, B! Don’t even read him his rights, run through the door, start 
blastin’! No questions asked: Change!. . . At that point, I informed Michelle. She called 
the barber, had him come through for a fresh edge up, make sure my geometry was on 
point for the cameras, popped a couple bottles of rozay, talked to the people, gave a 
speech, let ‘em know how we do on the West Side of the Atlantic. Change! 
 
When pressed about the whereabouts of Bin Laden’s body, Davis as Obama boasts about 
ordering his military connect to “Body that n***a, and then bring the body back,” so he can store 
it in the trunk of his presidential limousine. “You smell that?” Davis as Obama asks, “That’s not 
old spice. What you’re smelling is a new fragrance, called ‘Corpse – By Osama.’” To close out 
the interview, Davis as Obama warns, “Qaddafi, I’m coming for that ass,” and then plays the 
hook from his “new single” that goes: “I run the military, n***a, if you want that beef.”  
This parody draws on hip hop’s tendency to wed “the art of bragging. . . to the icon of the 
violent street hustler” (Rose, 56). Turning the war on terror into a rap beef subsumes the racial 
violence of American targeted assassinations and extrajudicial killings within the playful 
discursive landscape of hip hop. The desirability of rap’s violent imagery conjoins with the 
cultural affects of patriotic enjoyment that emerge in the public celebrations of Bin Laden’s 
death. When (real life) Obama was pressed on the whereabouts of Bin Laden’s body, he 
maintained, “We don’t trot this stuff out as trophies” (Dixit, 346). Nevertheless, the repeated 
references to Bin Laden’s dead body in these images and videos rhetorically compensates for 
“the invisibilities of bin Laden’s body – and the meanings and identities it could expose” (Dixit, 
346). The signifiers of blackness that proliferate around and through Obama’s body provide 
audiences with a rhetorical means to affectively reconcile their relationship to state violence 
against brown and black bodies in the war on terror.  
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These memes and videos use hyper-visible signifiers of black masculinity to depict the 
presidency and its institutions of executive violence through tropes of black criminality. 
However, unlike negrophobic images that view blackness as a racial threat, these images treat 
Obama’s blackness as cool, humorous, exciting, and transgressive. Transgressive visual markers 
of Obama’s blackness articulate to institutional icons of the presidency and signifiers of 
sovereign violence. The negrophilic investment in Obama’s blackness on the part of young white 
audiences coordinates progressive attachments to institutions of state violence, surveillance, 
policing, and warfare.  In a time where young people are increasingly skeptical of the war on 
terror (Motel), the immense desire for blackness amongst white youth that has long fueled the 
mainstream popularity of gangster rap (Rose, 4) also functions as a conduit for cultivating 
cultural affinities to the Obama presidency’s institutions of war and policing.  
At work in both the negrophobic and negrophilic representations of President Obama is 
what Bryan McCann calls “the mark of criminality,” “a rhetorical genre of performative 
blackness that privileges hypermasculinity, hyperviolence, and hypersexuality as central 
characteristics of black subjectivity” (3). In his study of American gangster rap music, McCann 
shows how, for white audiences, the mark of criminality, despite its temporal persistence and 
tropological regularity, functions to coordinate white supremacist sentiments amongst a diverse 
array of publics. McCann writes, “rhetorics of criminality, particularly black criminality, provide 
a broad repertoire of cultural and political resources for the mobilization of affects across a range 
of communities” (4). Representations of America’s first Black President as a hypermasculine, 
hypersexualized, and hyperviolent criminal function for white audiences across the political 
spectrum as a means of justifying state violence and investing institutions of white supremacist 
policing both domestically and abroad.  
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Accounting for Ambivalence  
 
America’s bipartisan and cross-cultural investment in institutions of racialized policing is 
mediated and sustained, in part, through affective investments in negrophobia and negrophilia 
that play out in the visual culture of the internet. For both his advocates and his critics, President 
Obama has become a visible icon for online discussions of racialized state violence. User-
generated memes, images and videos depicting Obama’s blackness in both negrophobic and 
negrophilic ways have been at the heart of these cultural negotiations. Whether cast as an 
affirmation or denigration of blackness, the creation and circulation of racialized images figures 
in these discussions as a repetitive investment in the affective energy of blackness itself. 
Accounting for the ambivalent rhetorical function of negrophobia and negrophilia can 
help explain how racist culture disavows its own rampant racism, and how antiblack racism 
continues to thrive in our “post-racial” neoliberal milieu. “[T]he persistence of racism in a color-
blind era” (Kennedy et al, 367) is due, in part to the way white subjects absorb positive 
affectations of racialized otherness, substituting this embrace of racial difference for a 
substantive interrogation of racial inequality. Understanding the affective ambivalence of 
antiblackness may help us better interrogate the “alignments of racial and racist thought across 
seemingly incommensurable lines” (Flores, 14). Racial neoliberalism does not simply omit 
references to race, but rather actively subsumes racialized otherness into its schemas of national 
identity while omitting or disavowing the critiques of white supremacy which emanate from the 
long history of political struggles on the part of racial others being represented.  The negrophobic 
mobilization of blackness in the service of projects of American violence magnifies the 
generalized devaluation of nonwhite life while gleefully trafficking in a simulacra of racial 
otherness. 
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Studying the visual rhetoric of anti-Obama images shared in right-wing, pro-police online 
publics gives insight into the “unjust imposition of negative meanings on black people and their 
communities” (Marback, 82). These visual media artifacts draw on well-worn negrophobic 
visual tropes which arise out an expansive history of antiblack surveillance and police terror. 
Their visual logic contributes to the erasure of black dissent in online police publics, as the mere 
consideration of the ethical recognition of black people as human subjects is deemed a racial 
threat to the social order of white supremacy. The blackness of the first black president animates 
nostalgic antiblack anxieties about the decline of (white) American sovereignty and its 
accompanying projects of racial violence.   
It is insufficient, however, to exclusively blame right-wing racism and negrophobia for 
the resilience of racial inequality. Negrophilia allows Obama supporters to playfully consume 
signifiers of blackness without having to account for black demands for racial equality. Not only 
does this appropriation efface critiques of racism, it actively works in service of America’s 
racialized war machine. Obama’s blackness becomes a conduit through which “the office of the 
president, a powerful extension of the US state” can “appropriate black images to suppress 
autonomous black freedom struggles and to promote less threatening racial narratives” (Cobb, 
65). Digital visual rhetorics of America’s first black president give rhetorical scholars a unique 
opportunity to examine the contemporary appropriation of blackness in progressive cultural 
attachments to institutions of racialized violence.  
Studying both negrophobic and negrophilic visual rhetorics allow us to better understand 
the psychodynamic barriers to dismantling racism in the era of the post-racial. Vigilance against 
negrophilic antiblackness, however, need not deny the possibility that the circulation of visual 
signifiers of racial difference might cultivate anti-racist social praxis. As hooks reminds us, 
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“Acknowledging ways the desire for pleasure… informs our politics, our understanding of 
difference, we may know better how desire disrupts, subverts, and makes resistance possible. We 
cannot, however, accept these new images uncritically” (380). This essay has shown that through 
the rhetorical study of ambivalent images of racial enjoyment, we may contribute to this critical 
examination. By studying how blackness is appropriated in the service of racialized policing, we 
may begin to untangle the myriad ways racial neoliberalism both perpetuates racial hatred and 
accommodates the embrace of racial difference. 
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CHAPTER 5 - THE REVOLUTION WILL NOT BE PHOTOSHOPPED: THE VISUAL 
RHETORIC OF DIGITAL IMAGE MANIPULATION AND THE #BLACKLIVESMATTER 
MOVEMENT.  
 
Introduction 
  
 The visual iconography of the Black Lives Matter movement is saturated by images of 
black bodies in protest in public space: images of protesters marching in the streets, holding up 
the iconic “Hands Up, Don’t Shoot” gesture, occupying highways, conducting die-ins, and 
holding up signs protesting police violence against African Americans. These images constituted 
part of the visual rhetorical repertoire through which Black Lives Matter worked to make visible 
racialized police violence and invite public participation to acts of resistance. As Yarimar Bonilla 
and Jonathan Rosa persuasively write, images on social media of black bodies protesting in 
public space provided protesters both on the streets and online with a means to “contest the 
racialized devaluation of their persons” (9).  
 However, social media also became a site for racialized backlash to the Black Lives 
Matter movement. A number of the social media networks and digital tools which facilitated 
Black Lives Matter’s widespread protests against police brutality also provided outlets for the 
intense racist backlash against Black Lives Matter on the internet. Twitter and Facebook 
provided platforms for the organization and recruitment of reactionary, far-right, and white 
supremacist publics online in response to the varied perceived threats to the social order of white 
supremacy posed by the age of the post-racial. Many of the same digital tools used to document 
and organize protests against police brutality, such as Twitter hashtags and Facebook group 
pages, also facilitated the creation of publics such as #BlueLivesMatter and #AllLivesMatter. 
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The rhetorical affordances of digital tools like hashtags also enabled the easy appropriation of 
Black Lives Matter’s rhetorical strategies, such as in the transmutation of hashtags like 
#HandsUpDontShoot into #PantsUpDontLoot (McVey and Woods).  
 This chapter examines another appropriative strategy of the racialized backlash to the 
Black Lives Matter movement: the use of digital image manipulation technology. Specifically, I 
look at instances where photos of Black Lives Matter protesters holding up protest signs are 
manipulated digitally after they were taken, in order to change the words written on the signs. 
This paper examines digital image manipulation as a mode of visual rhetorical labor which both 
emerges out of and reproduces engrained symbolic economies of racialization. By looking at two 
photoshopped1 images of #BlackLivesMatter protestors, this paper examines digital image 
manipulation as a strategy of visual rhetorical appropriation. The photoshopping of Black Lives 
Matter protester signs functions for white audiences as a form of digital minstrelsy. Hearkening 
back to the long history of blackface minstrelsy by white performers, the photoshopping of Black 
Lives Matter protest signs works by ascribing white words to the bodies of black protesters, 
appropriating the visibility of blackness in service of voices of antiblack racism.  
 Studying the visual rhetoric of photoshopped black lives matter signs also provides 
important lessons for rhetorical scholars about visual rhetoric in an age of digital image 
manipulation. Specifically, the way that those who edit and circulate these images speak about 
the “truth” value of these images provides insight into the role pleasure and affect plays in 
                                                
1 A note about terminology: Throughout this essay, when referring to the activity of digital image 
manipulation, I use the un-capitalized verb “photoshop.” While Photoshop refers to the digital 
image editing software by Adobe, I use the uncapitalized term to reflect the broader colloquial 
use of “photoshopping” or “’shopping” to refer to all practices of digital image manipulation, 
regardless of the software used to perform the manipulation. For my purposes, it is ultimately 
less important which software was used, and more important that an image was digitally 
distorted.  
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securitizing the “reality” of photography. The repeated insistence that these photoshopped 
images are more “true” than the original demonstrates how audience’s pleasurable investment in 
symbolic economies of race functions to affectively secure the indexical link between 
photography and reality in the ontology of the digital image.  
 This chapter unfolds in three subsequent sections. In the first, I examine some of the 
literature in rhetorical studies and visual studies on digital image manipulation. In the second, I 
look at two photoshopped Black Lives Matter signs and some of the discourse surrounding these 
signs, to demonstrate how these images function as an affective reservoir of racialized pleasure 
for the audiences who create and circulate them. Finally, in the conclusion, I look at an example 
of a photoshopped image of a police officer to show how digital image manipulation might work 
to cut back against these racialized symbolic economies and provide new conduits for cultivating 
resistant voices in the face of racialized police violence.  
Ambivalence, Images, and Reality  
   
 The visual has long had an ambivalent relationship to reality. On the one hand, since at 
least the time of Plato’s Cave, there has been a deep suspicion that images are a distortion of 
reality, fantastic projections which causes viewers to see that which is not really there. On the 
other hand, the seeming immediacy of images lends a representational unity between images and 
the world, as viewers affectively invest images with a belief in an indexical representation of 
some really existing object or thing. Visual scholars must, WJT Mitchell implores, understand 
“the capacity of images to represent reality” while also recognizing “that images can be highly 
misleading and deceptive, precisely because they have such a capacity to engage our trust with 
their seemingly immediate testimony to the visible, the palpable, the concrete world of 
experience” (26). The ability for images to connect affectively with viewers both enables images 
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to produce sense of realism for those who view them and, paradoxically, to distort viewers’ sense 
of reality.   
 The advent of photochemical film processing and analog photography saw a rise in 
popular assumptions about the objectivity and realism of the photographic image. This cultural 
belief in the seamless conduit between photography and reality is what Cara Finnegan has named 
the “naturalistic enthymeme.” For Finnegan, photographic images, especially documentary 
photographs, function as a sort of enthymematic argument. The unstated assumption of a 
documentary photograph is a tripartite assumption about the image’s realism: “that it is a 
representation of something in the world (representational realism), actually occurring before the 
camera in a particular time and place (ontological realism), captured by the camera with no 
intervention from the photographer (mechanical realism)” (143).  The unstated belief which lent 
affective documentary photographs their initial suasory power is that what is being displayed for 
viewers is a material reflection of something that actually exists in the world, prior to the 
intervention of a human actor, and that the human actor merely reproduces an accurate 
representation of this previously existing reality through the chemically induced medium of film 
photography.  
 While, on the one hand, the photochemical fixation process does indicate a certain 
reflection of actually-existing light off an actually-existing object, the act of taking and 
developing a photograph always necessarily involves a degree of rhetoricity. Photography is 
necessarily rhetorical insofar as it involves a partisan selection about what to include in a given 
photograph, how to stage a photograph, and particular processes of capture and development (i/e 
lens choice, darkroom editing techniques). As Damien Pfister and Carly Woods note, the cultural 
belief in the objectivity of the photographic image was never a natural or inevitable outgrowth of 
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the technology itself, but rather a culturally accumulated belief: “even the naturalism of the 
‘naturalistic enthymeme’ must be seen as a historically contingent interpretive convention and 
not the inevitable result of technological innovation or neuropsychological processes” (240). The 
relative lack of cultural awareness about the inherently rhetorical nature of photographic capture 
helped provide documentary photography with its pedagogical value as a tool for public 
education. This point is made persuasively by Vicki Gallagher and Ken Zagacki, who write 
thusly about photographs of the Selma march during the Civil Rights Movement: “Part of the 
reason these images were able to have such a clear and significant effect is that their form—the 
non-allegorical, immediacy of photo-realism—was still somewhat novel to the citizens of the 
time” (129). The widespread cultural belief in the realism of photography demonstrates a 
generalized lack of awareness amongst publics at the time about the degree to which all 
photography is, in a sense, constructed.  
 However, with the advent of digital image manipulation technologies such as Adobe’s 
Photoshop, images are becoming increasingly subject to post-production manipulation 
techniques. As Gallagher and Zagacki note, “images are in fact vulnerable to manipulation, since 
the ideological import pertaining to a picture’s original context can easily be transferred to 
another context where appropriateness may be less clear. Due to new communication and 
information technologies, popular images can be digitized, enlarged, layered, reproduced, 
recontextualized to make new meanings in shifting contexts” (130). Indeed, digital image 
manipulation seems an inherent feature of contemporary new media ecologies. Laura Gries 
situates image manipulation as an inherent feature of digital media, writing that, “Digital 
technologies (social networking websites, pictures and video hosting websites, image editing 
software, search engines, computer infrastructure, etc.) afford easy manipulation of and access 
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and response to visual things” (285). Andrew Goldsmith, writing in the context of ubiquitous 
surveillance and its challenge to police visibility, describes the democratization of information 
and the advent of new image technologies as providing new opportunities for photographic 
distortion: “Both the technical capabilities of the new media technologies (to re-write, 
manipulate, etc.) and the largely un- controlled access for persons to become producers as well 
as receivers of messages and images has the result that the capacity to distort or mislead through 
the internet is immense” (921). For these scholars, the advent of digital image technology has 
produced a rupture in the relationship between images and realism, permanently destabilizing 
assumptions about the status of photography as a conduit of reality.   
 Scholars of scientific rhetoric such as Jonathan Buehl have noted that the rise of digital 
image manipulation technology constitutes a challenge to the assumption of photographic 
realism, even as photo editing is used for purposes besides intentional distortion. Buehl notes, 
“before the proliferation of image-manipulation software, scientific photographs had a relatively 
stable epistemic status. The photographic process (not necessarily any specific photograph) was 
a truth—a network of physical and chemical facts producing representations of real things” 
(191). However, the rise of digital image manipulation software produced an instability in this 
assumption of realism. Before the advent of digital image manipulation, Buehl argues, there was 
an overlap between an image’s “clarity” and its “verisimilitude” (194). What made scientific 
images “epistemologically reliable” was the fact that their clarity provided an accurate depiction 
of some material phenomenon in the world. However, in a post-Photoshop world, “Digital tools 
decoupled the value of verisimilitude from the value of clarity, which allowed these values to be 
arranged (consciously or unconsciously) into a hierarchy” (194). Scientists may edit an image 
not for the purpose of distorting an image, but rather for the purpose of making it clearer, or 
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easier to explain to a given audience. The line between an edit for the purpose of clarity and a 
manipulation with an intent to distort has become blurred.  
 As a result of these technological and social changes, publics are becoming more 
knowledgeable about the constructedness of photography and the potential for photographs to be 
manipulated. Increasing cultural awareness about the ubiquity of digital photo manipulation has 
produced, according to Pfister and Woods, a shift from a naturalistic enthymeme to an 
“unnaturalistic enthymeme” – the idea that viewers are now aware that any image may be subject 
to post-capture editing processes: “The interaction and accretion of these contributing factors are 
responsible for a decline in the inferential dominance of photographic naturalism and a rise in 
interpretations that presume gradations of photographic unnaturalism” (244). The prevalence of 
the cultural assumption of an image’s distortion has produced an ambivalent set of rhetorical 
responses. On the one hand, there exists an increasing “exigency for cultural strategies to re-
assert the realism of un-altered images” (Pfister and Woods, 244), such as campaigns which call-
out fashion photography for creating unrealistic body images. On the other hand, many have 
embraced the unrealism of photography, reveling in the artifice of photoshopping activities in a 
“contemporary visual media ecology” which is “experimental, productive, poetic, ingenious, 
artistic, [and] playful” (Pfister and Woods, 251). The ubiquity of digital image manipulation 
technology is pushing us into an era of “hypersophistic visual culture,” wherein “[n]ovelty and 
inventiveness are ever more prized, as evidenced by the rapid flow of clever remixes, homages, 
and parodies” (Pfister and Woods, 251). Thus, while some respond to the unnaturalism of digital 
photo manipulation with a seek to return to authenticity, others embrace the postmodern 
distortion of reality through visual relations of play and pleasure. 
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 Indeed, pleasure is one of the primary driving forces animating users’ affective relations 
with images in contemporary media ecologies. The enjoyment that users experience in the 
creation and circulation of images is what propels images to be remixed and go viral. Pleasure is 
central to virality, Gries declares: “Things are especially contagious when they propagate 
affective desires that induce unconscious collective identifications and unconscious imitative 
feelings, thoughts, and behaviors” (87). This is a point that Susan A. Sci and Alexa M. Dare 
make persuasively in their work on the photoshopped memes that circulated of the “Pepper 
Spray Cop.” A number of photoshopped memes circulated widely on the internet after a photo 
went viral of a police officer in Berkeley spraying a line of seated protesters with a can of pepper 
spray. The image was manipulated, remixed, and shared repeatedly, placing the officer in a 
variety situations, often humorous and ironic, which destabilized the original context of the 
photograph. Sci and Dare describe how pleasure fuels the circulation of photoshopped memes, 
writing, “Photoshop memes are pleasurable precisely because they enable people to feel 
simultaneously knowledgeable and culturally connected by playfully recognizing intertextual 
allusions about timely subjects, without the obligation to thoroughly understand the context from 
which the text arose” (23). The affective traction of photoshopped memes, Sci and Dare argue, 
emerges through actions and relations of users rather than through the content of the images 
themselves.   
 Sci and Dare join in the chorus of new materialist rhetorical scholars (Gries, Jenkins) 
who call for a move beyond meaning and content when studying images in new media ecologies, 
arguing that meaning is displaced by the disruptive, asignifying force of affect. The 
photoshopped images of the Berkeley cop are pleasurable, Sci and Dare argue, precisely because 
the image has been unmoored from its original context and its meaning has been fundamentally 
  184 
destabilized through infinite variation and play: “Photoshop memes are promiscuous and mobile. 
They draw on a seemingly endless array of discursive formations to create an irreducible 
plurality of meaning” (22). Here, Sci and Dare draw an explicit distinction between an analysis 
of content and an analysis of pleasure: “Because a meme’s circulation is not an effect of its 
content, we have argued that circulation is driven by the pleasure, expressed humorously, that 
people experience while using memes as a form of postmodern play” (30).  For these scholars, 
digital image manipulation is about the pleasurable act of making, remixing, and sharing, rather 
than the content or meaning of any given meme.  
 The theoretical gambit of this essay is threefold: First, that pleasure is structured by 
racialized symbolic economies which rely on the circulation of particular tropes, thus requiring 
an analysis of the image’s content. Second, the pleasure of photoshopped Black Lives Matter 
protest signs emerges from a history of white supremacist visual practices which appropriate 
images of blackness in the service of a rhetorical apologetics for black death. Third, 
understanding the pleasure of photoshopping as a racialized practice enables rhetorical scholars 
to see the “experimental, productive, poetic, ingenious, artistic, [and] playful” (Pfister and 
Woods, 251) dimensions of new media ecologies as an inventive rhetorical space within a white 
supremacist rhetorical matrix of subjectivity.  
 This chapter seeks to further our understanding of the affective dimensions of 
photoshopping as a visual rhetorical practice. Pfister and Woods note, in their work on the 
unnaturalistic enthymeme, that “the cognitive recognition of manipulation might not relieve the 
affective identifications that such images continue to animate,” calling this, “a thorny issue 
beyond the scope of [their] essay” (245). This chapter seeks to expand their work on the way that 
image producers and viewers consciously recognize the processes of digital image manipulation, 
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by tracking precisely the affective identifications of race which animate the pleasures of viral 
photoshopping practices.  
 Race has not, as early techno-optimists promised, disappeared in the ether of cyber space. 
On the contrary, the visual interfaces of the internet provide a new digital playground for the 
contemporary extension of visual practices from the long history of white supremacist visuality 
(Nakamura). When white audiences create and circulate photoshopped protest signs of black 
lives matter protesters, they are engaging in what I call digital minstrelsy, or, what Lauren 
Michelle Jackson has called digital blackface. Digital blackface, Jackson argues, is when white 
internet and social media users deploy images of black persons in their profile pictures and 
reaction GIFS in order to impersonate black people online. Oftentimes, digital blackface is used 
as “an orchestrated attempt by white supremacists to disrupt black organizing” (Jackson). 
Digital blackface, when performed by white actors and consumed by white audiences, calls upon 
a “long history of cross-racial ventriloquism in the United States, in which a particular black 
person appears in white imagery or is interpolated into white discourse to serve the 
communicative and representational needs of diverse white cultures” (Hall, 72).  
 The history of blackface minstrelsy is a history of visual practices which traffic in 
ambivalent racialized desire. Eric Lott’s foundational study of blackface minstrelsy, Love and 
Theft, situates minstrelsy as a white rhetorical practice of apologetics for the social order of 
enslavement, a means for white audiences to pretend “that slavery was amusing, right, and 
natural” (4). However, beyond simply being means of relating to blackness negatively, Lott 
argues, blackface minstrelsy was also a way for whites to exercise a sort of transgressive 
pleasure in the consumption of black imagery, committing “small but significant crimes against 
settled ideas of racial demarcation” (Love and Theft, 4). Indeed, Lott writes elsewhere, through 
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blackface minstrelsy, “the white subject could transform fantasies of racial assault and 
subversion into riotous pleasure” (152).  
 Saidiya Hartman, in an interview with Frank B. Wilderson, takes scholars of minstrelsy 
like Lott to task for the “radical claims that were being made” which considered “the ability to 
occupy blackness” as “transgressive or as a way of refashioning whiteness” (188). Hartman 
instead calls for “thinking about the dynamics of enjoyment in terms of the material relations of 
slavery,” meaning that “It doesn’t matter whether you do good or you do bad, the crux is that you 
can choose to do what you wish with the black body” (188). Hartman’s point is that Lott is 
incorrect to presume that the trafficking in racial images constitutes a crime against the racial 
order of whiteness or a transgression of white boundaries, because white supremacist relations 
with blackness have always been marked by the ambivalence of desire, the affective impulse 
toward both violence and sexuality, Thanatos and Eros, or negrophobia and negrophilia. Thus, 
while Lott is correct to note the complex structuration of desire and destruction at work in 
blackface minstrelsy, he is wrong to presume that this complex structuration provides an opening 
for new racial reconciliation rather than merely another conduit for the extension of the libidinal 
life of antiblackness. The transgressive appropriation of black visibility on the part of white 
performers and audiences relies on the pleasure of ownership, a libidinal investment in the social 
death of blackness through the ironic playfulness of white subjectivity.  
Photshopped Protest Signs and Digital Minstrelsy  
 
In this section, I look at two photoshopped images of Black Lives Matter protest signs, 
arguing that these images amount to a form of digital minstrelsy. BlackLivesMatter is animated, 
in part, by easily accessible digital image and video technology and the widespread availability 
of social media (Bonilla and Rosa). One of the contemporary techniques of protest movements 
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for garnering visibility is to use social media to circulate images of protestors holding signs and 
occupying public spaces. In their work on Tea Party protest signs, Jeremy D. Mayer et al 
describe protest signs as a form of mixed media, used to convey messages and mobilize ideas 
and meaning both to those in their immediate surrounding and to broader publics through mass 
media (240). For Black Lives Matter protesters, protest signs are one means of calling into 
question dominant justifications for police violence and publicly demanding the ethical 
recognition of black life.  
The photo-shopped images examined in this section work by co-opting black visibility 
and black voice, appropriating attempts by black subjects to make themselves, their demands, 
and their critique of white supremacy visible to broader audiences. They stage black voices and 
bodies to parrot white justifications for extrajudicial police terror. These acts of mimicry are a 
white digital performance of black subjective consent to the rule of racial police terror, a 
performance uttered for the express enjoyment of white audiences. They demonstrate the degree 
to which the pleasure of image sharing is shaped and constrained by racialized investments in 
affective economies of white supremacy, and how the content of particular memes is integral to 
their virality, constituting its publics through a repetitive investment in tropes of antiblackness. 
Image One – “No Mother” 
 
At a protest in front of the Ferguson Police Department following the killing of Michael 
Brown in Ferguson, MO, a black man named Jermell Hasson was photographed holding up a 
sign that said: “No mother should have to fear for her son’s life every time he leaves home. 
#BlackLivesMatter #StayHuman.”  In the image [Figure 10], Hasson is standing next to two 
other people, one white, one black. All three people in the image are holding up hand-made 
signs, one of which reads “WE THE PEOPLE”, the other reading “SHAME ON FERGUSON 
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POLICE.” The image was circulated on social media amongst the myriad protest images coming 
out of Ferguson (Toler). Images of people protesting in Ferugson such as this one became a 
source of inspiration for Black Lives Matter protests across the country and worked to spark a 
national conversation about race and police brutality. Hasson’s sign attempts to make legible for 
broader audiences the violence experienced by black families at the hands of the police, in 
particular the terror experienced by black mothers who know their children could be killed by 
police whenever they leave the home. The sign demands a recognition of the humanity of 
blackness in the face of its persistent denial by the criminalization of black life at the hands of 
police. 
 
[FIGURE 11: “No Mother” Original  (Toler)] 
 
[Figure 12: “No Mother” Photoshopped 
(Bdawdig)] 
 
However, user Bdawgid circulated an image [Figure 11] of Hasson carrying a 
photoshopped version of the sign on imgur, a photo sharing social media website. The 
photoshopped version of the sign reads, “No mother should have to fear for her son’s life every 
time he robs a store,” with an imgur page title reading “They picked the wrong one” (Bdawgid). 
The image is what Pfister and Woods, drawing on Quntilians four-part ratio, call a 
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“substitution,” which “introduces new elements not present in the original. Technically, it is a 
combination of subtraction, which deletes an element, and addition, which inserts in its new 
place a new element” (243). The original words are subtracted and added in its place are word 
which claim with certainty Brown’s status as a criminal.  The photoshopped sign, along with the 
page title, functions as an enthymeme. The implicit, unstated premise of the enthymeme is that 
because Michael Brown “picked the wrong” store to rob, he deserved to be shot to death. 
Undeserving of ethical recognition as a subject under the law, innocent until proven guilty, to be 
tried in a court of law, Brown deserved to be summarily executed for his supposed actions that 
day.  
The photoshopped image jumped across social media platforms and went viral after Jim 
Gleason, a resident of Maplewood, MO posted the image to his Facebook wall with the caption, 
"You can't make this up!!!!!" The photo received more than 28,000 shares on Facebook. When 
asked about the reason he posted the sign, Gleason responded, "It appears that this young man 
robbed a store, assaulted a police officer, and it is just surprising to me the uprising when the 
physical evidence seems to be overwhelmingly in support of the police officer's actions" (Toler). 
The circulation of the image on social media functions, in other words, to coordinate public 
memory about the events that took place in Ferguson, naturalizing for these publics the 
supposedly objective truth behind the “physical evidence”: Michael Brown deserved to die that 
day. 
 Eventually, the image was found out as a fake, inspiring a host of responses which both 
criticized and defended the photoshop. These responses demonstrate the broader rhetorical 
purchase of the unnaturalistic enthymeme, wherein audiences actively make arguments about the 
realism or unrealism of a given photograph, aware of its potential manipulation. As Pfister and 
  190 
Woods describe, “public argument about images increasingly features the topos of naturalism 
and unnaturalism, signaling the complex argumentative ecology spawned by digital mediation” 
(250). Many of the comments on Bdawgid’s imgur post called out the rough photoshop job for 
its manipulation of the truth and distortion of reality. Commenter Benomoth asked: “Who are 
you to manipulate this man’s message? The sign on the right should read Shame on OP [Original 
Poster]” (Bdawgid). Another commenter, username 
CharlieImPregnantLivinOn9thStAboveaDirtyBookstoreOffEuclidAve, decries the effect of this 
visual lie on public discourse, writing: “People are sharing this as if it's real. Repeat a lie enough 
and it becomes the truth. Shame on you, OP” (Bdawgid). User bpal78 insults both the quality of 
the photoshop and its falsehood, posting: “if you have to lie to make a point, you [sic] position is 
invalid. Poorly photoshopped” (Bdawgid). The most upvoted comment on the imgur, by user 
xenomouse, actually performs the act of tracing the original image, while simultaneously 
rebuking the post’s intended racism, stating: “It's shopped. I can tell from the pixels and the 
racism. Here the original: [followed by the link]”. These comments reveal how knowledge about 
photo manipulation on the part of users functions as a form of digital literacy which informs anti-
racist discursive practice online. Here, users have to know both the form of the photoshop and 
the content of the racist tropes involved to engage in the acts of critique of this particular image’s 
unnaturalism.  
 However, for many users, including the original poster of the image, the fact that the 
image is photoshopped doesn’t negate its truth value. In the comments section of the imgur post, 
user Bdawgid, the person who posted the image, takes credit for his rough photoshopping effort, 
writing “It is definitely shopped. Badly. By me.”  Bdawgid’s comment indicates that neither the 
veracity of the image nor the quality of its editing detract from the rhetorical purpose of the 
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image. Bdawdig is not using photoshopping the image for the purpose of convincing anyone that 
the image is the actual one, but rather as an ironic contrast between what he believes the proper 
narrative about Brown’s death is and that being offered by this protester.  User JJP1417 reflects 
this belief in the truth value of the image despite its digital manipulation – “Who cares it’s 
shopped? You all seem to forget he was a CRIMINAL! He robbed a store and then resisted 
arrest. No racism, it’s FACT! Morons!” (Bdawgid) Rhetorical appeals to the edited image’s 
truthfulness occur throughout the online commentary about the photoshopped image. The 
comments section of one article which shared the image, titled “Photoshopped Picture of 
Ferguson Protester Goes Viral,” produced by the viral news website Opposing Views, is filled 
with comments2 from white-appearing Facebook users proclaiming that the edited image is more 
truthful than the original. User Erick Dotson laments: “Oh, God forbid someone tells the truth!” 
Mige Goicocechea writes, “The sign has more truth after the edit!!!” And Randy Richardson 
simply states, “More truthful than the original photo.” The rhetorical “truth” value of the image 
lies neither in its verisimilitude, nor in its clarity, but rather in its conformity to the 
epistemological presumptions of white supremacy – the degree to which it speaks a “truth” that 
black lives matter protesters are unwilling to speak, a truth rooted in white supremacist 
justifications for black death.  
 The Facebook comments on this post reveal how the photoshopped image functions as a 
site of pleasure for white audiences. The pleasure these viewers get from the image is in seeing a 
black body consent to white narratives about Brown’s death, the pleasure of seeing white words 
animated on the sign of a black protester. The act of proclaiming the image’s truthfulness in the 
                                                
2 Opposing Views has since eliminated their comments section from the website. Thus, the active 
URL for this page no longer reveals these comments. However, the author took screenshots of 
these comments on 15 May, 2016, available upon request.    
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face of its status as a digital manipulation reveals the degree to which truth functions affectively 
for these commenters. The act of visiting the comments and declaring that these images are more 
true than the original is a way of repetitively rehearsing their investment in the symbolic 
economies of race which determine what is true and false for these publics.    
Image Two – “#BlackLivesMatter” 
 
 In October of 2014, the Southern Illinois University Law School’s Black Law Student 
Association held a vigil in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. A law student, 
Willi Lyles, said of the event, “We are fighting for our humanity… When I think one day my 
young nephew’s life might be in danger simply for existing in his black skin, the urgency of this 
fight is undeniable” (Southern Illinois University School of Law). A number of images emerged 
from this event. One such image [Figure 12] depicted two students, both black, placing a banner 
over a railing that simply read “#Black Lives Matter,” in white letters on a black field. The 
purpose of the banner was, according to the Law School’s article on the event, “To 
commemorate the event and to identify with others involved in the movement” (Southern Illinois 
University School of Law). Once again, images of protest, spread across online media, provided 
a way for Black Lives Matter protesters dispersed across the United States to join in solidarity 
and common struggle through mediated representations of physical protest.  
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[FIGURE 13 “BLM Original” (Southern 
Illinois University…)] 
 
[FIGURE 14 “BLM Photoshopped” 
(Sanchez)] 
 
 An edited version of this image [Figure 13] began circulating widely in the internet in 
January of 2015. This image is what Pfister and Woods would call a form of rhetorical 
“addition,” a change which “amplifies an element already present in the image, or adds an 
element to the image”  (242). Specifically, the altered image simply adds a sentence below the 
words “#Black Lives Matter”. The sentence reads: “BUT ONLY WHEN THEY’RE KILLED 
BY COPS. KILLED BY EACH OTHER? NOT SO MUCH.” Online fact-checking website 
Snopes has traced the earliest emergence of the digitally manipulated image to the web site All 
the Right Snark, in an article published on December 1, 2014 (Mikkelson). On January 7, 2015, 
the image received a “viral push” by a number of conservative content producers, including the 
Conservative Tribune (Mikkelson). The Conservative Tribune is a right-wing media organization 
known for publishing fake news and far-right propaganda. It is also immensely popular, and has 
previously been ranked the 50th most popular website in the U.S. with over 19 million monthly 
unique visitors (Fang).   
 The content of this particular photoshop addition relies on the textual reference to the 
trope of black-on-black violence that has been a mainstay of conservative rhetoric since the 
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1980’s. The trope of black-on-black violence within conservative discourse functions to 
pathologize black families and render black urban space into a site of fear for white audiences 
(Wilson). Not only does the black-on-black violence trope obscure the structural dynamics of 
enforced poverty and segregation which create the conditions for violence and crime, they also 
function as a justification for the “tough on crime” rhetoric which leads to the hyper-policing of 
black populations.  Within the context of the Black Lives Matter movement, the black-on-black 
violence trope has been mobilized as a technique of disavowal for police violence. 
Argumentatively, it functions as a sort of red herring fallacy, distracting from the issue of 
unpunished police violence against black populations by pointing to violence which already 
receives an undue share of media coverage and police targeting. The unstated presumption of the 
meme is that black people ignore the violence in their own communities, which itself is a 
disavowal of a host of anti-violence initiatives lead by black folks with the aim of reducing 
violence in black communities (Coates).  As Ta Nehisi Coates forcefully declares, “The politics 
of respectability” embodied by the black-on-black violence trope, “are, at their root, the politics 
of changing the subject—the last resort for those who can not bear the agony of looking their 
country in the eye.” The repetitive circulation of texts involving the black-on-black violence 
trope becomes a site of investment for right-wing audiences attempting to justify persistent and 
lasting racial inequalities through rhetorics which blame black populations for the empirical 
conditions of racial inequality.  
 The rhetoric of black criminality has emerged through a confluence of popular and 
specialized discourses which has produced an engrained rhetorical linkage between blackness 
and criminality. This engrained rhetorical linkage has become so persuasive for white audiences 
that the idea of black criminality begins to appear as natural, arising from reality rather than a 
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byproduct of rhetorical labor (Muhammad). The trope of black-on-black violence has become so 
engrained into white consciousness that it functions as a sort of common-sense. It is an easy 
explanation for a difficult social problem that reifies commonly held beliefs amongst whites 
about the status of black life in America. As Stuart Hall and Alan O’Shea note in their work on 
the common-sense of neoliberal ideology, common sense is “a form of popular, easily-available 
knowledge” which offer “frameworks of meaning” and give “the illusion of arising directly from 
experience” (1). However, common sense enjoys an “affective dimension” which makes it 
appear natural and inevitable, and compels people to feel common sense as a taken for granted 
assumption of truth (Hall and O’Shea, 6).  
 This affective purchase of the common-sense explanation of black-on-black violence is 
perceptible in the rhetorics of “truth” surrounding the photoshopped SIU Black Lives Matter 
sign. One article which shared the picture, by Monica Sanchez, on a website called MRCTV, 
owns up to the image as a digital manipulation, but defends the image’s discursive value, 
claiming that the new version “points out how the national conversation about racial justice and 
police force has either ignored or failed to acknowledge a critical issue: how far more black lives 
are taken by other blacks than by police officers of any color” (Sanchez). The article then quotes 
Fox News’ Juan Williams’ claim that the No 1. Cause of death by young black men 15-34 is 
murder, not police violence. It then goes on to cite Politifact, a fact-checking organization, in 
saying that that statistic is “true.” For these audiences, the “truths” about black-on-black violence 
thus grant the manipulated image the rhetorical purchase of being a more accurate than the 
original image.  
 The comments section of Sanchez’ article reflect both questions about the image’s 
authenticity, and recognition of the image’s supposed truth value despite its status as a 
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manipulation. One user, Guest, seems to have entirely ignored the content of the article which 
clearly describes the image as a manipulation, and asks, “Don’t you guys think someone 
superimposed the bottom line onto that banner AFTER it was originally published…” (Sanchez). 
In response, user Andy Long discusses certain qualities about the photo that make it seem as if 
the photo is authentic, such as the way the letters are affected by the wave of the flag, but then 
adds, “If it is superimposed it is spot on however, and if it is a real banner hung by those two 
young people then they have the grace and courage to talk about the big elephant in the room that 
no one apparently wants to speak about” (Sanchez). Another user, Gary 29, writes, “If you read 
the story it tells you that the bottom two lines were photo shopped in after its original posting. It 
was done because it is true, blacks kill more blacks than cops of any race do” (Sanchez). User 
Lou Campo declares, “No matter what the banner says the facts are true, time to own up to the 
facts and do something about it” (Sanchez). This image is enjoyable for these users precisely 
because it confirms for them the common-sense knowledge that they know to be true.  
 However, the pleasure of this image comes not simply from stating that black crime is 
true, but rather seeing this supposed “truth” emanating from an image of black bodies in protest. 
This is similar to the affective enjoyment garnered by white audiences of blackface minstrelsy. 
As Lott writes, “The black mask offered a way to play with collective fears of a degraded and 
threatening… Other while at the same time maintaining some symbolic control over them” (25). 
The manipulated image plays with collective fears about black criminality, all while demanding 
that these fears be authorized by an image of blackness itself. The affective disruption of 
witnessing Black Lives Matter protesters, visual objects of derision amongst many conservative 
audiences, here is inverted through the textual confirmation of the black bodies’ consent to the 
“facts” at hand.  
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 In addition to proclaiming the image’s value as “truth,” some users circulated the image 
to proclaim the falsity Black Lives Matter’s rhetoric. The image appeared in a 2018 tweet by 
user Señor Santiago (@SIDOTalkShow), around three years after the image was originally 
posted, showing the long shelf-life of this image for conservative publics. Señor Santiago’s tweet 
was responding to another tweet by black Chicago radio personality Larry Elder (@larryelder), 
which read “In 2016 and 2017, of...1,500 killings in Chicago, 22 involved the police, the target 
of Black Lives Matter...” Señor Santiago used the image to agree with Elder’s tweet, writing, “It 
doesn't fit their #FalseNarrative, hence Black lives ONLY "matter" when it gets them the 
attention they crave. #BlackLIESMatter” (@SIDOTalkShow).  Here, a three-year old, 
photoshopped image is being used to insist on the “#FalseNarrative” of “BlackLIESMatter”. The 
persistence of this image’s circulation three years after its initial appearance suggests the 
durability of this trope for organizing rhetorics about the truth and falsity surrounding questions 
of race and police violence.  
 Not all users accepted this fake, or believed its truth value. User Jim Weezer Kelley 
commented simply: “Fake!” (Sanchez) However, some users who critique the manipulation do 
so not because they disbelieve the argument about black-on-black crime, but rather by using a 
false image to make a true argument, they dilute the rhetorical potency of an otherwise sound 
claim. One user, Adrian Slew, commented on Sanchez’ article, posting the link to the SIU Law 
School’s version of the image, writing: “Photoshop.. Here is the real banner and article” 
(Sanchez). Another user, DzdnCnfzd, replied to Slew, “Doesn’t change the facts. And who is to 
say that pic from your link was not altered. It could work either way” (Sanchez). Slew responds: 
“Don't get your panties in a bunch. This may be difficult for you to understand, but I actually 
agree with the sentiment and I'm not denying the issue or changing any ‘facts.’ It's just not the 
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truth about the image. (The link is from the original source at Southern Illinois University). 
Using the fake image to promote the issue is akin to using the "hands up, don't shoot" slogan 
even after it was proven not to be the case” (Sanchez). Here, Slew draws an analogy between 
photoshop manipulation and the supposed manipulation of truth by Black Lives Matter 
protesters. Slew is drawing on the (disputed, yet widely accepted) claim popularized in 
mainstream media accounts following the investigation into the events in Ferugson that Michael 
Brown did not have his hands up when he was shot (Capehart). Despite the fact that both the 
physical evidence (Grinberg) and witness accounts (Haq) of Brown’s death are inconclusive as 
to whether Brown had his hands up in surrender at the time of death, the idea that the “Hands 
Up, Don’t Shoot” rallying cry of Black Lives Matter protesters was supposedly based on a lie 
has still become an accepted premise for a number of audiences, so much so that “Hands Up, 
Don’t Shoot” was ranked one of The Washington Post’s top “Pinocchios” of 2015 (Gass). The 
rhetorical dynamics of truth and falsity around which the manipulated image becomes judged are 
structured by affective investments in a concept of reality that is organized around a racialized 
economy of tropes, rooted in America’s long history of antiblack criminalization. 
 Much of the commentary surrounding the circulation of these images demonstrates a 
fundamental ambivalence about the relationship between the image’s status as a “fake” and its 
capacity to adequately represent reality. While some users may be convinced of the accuracy of 
the imageS, many simply don’t care that the images were forged, or appreciate the fact that they 
are manipulated, a perceived “correction” to the false complaints of the original images. What 
these users demonstrate is, as Pfister and Woods hold, “Contemporary viewercritics do with 
images what the Sophists did with words: figure them, interpret them, and critique them through 
an ever-evolving vocabulary capable of explaining more precisely how the grammar of an image 
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shapes rhetorical potency” (251). However, not only are users’ interpretations of the manipulated 
image shaped by knowledge about the technical and social dynamics of image manipulation, 
they are also shaped by investments in symbolic codes of race. The intuitive knowledge that 
white users have about the hidden truth of black life and its supposed dereliction and criminality 
inform their enjoyment of the image. White viewers take enjoyment in the conscripting of black 
bodies into the narrative structures of white supremacy.  
 Photoshopping shares with the practice of blackface minstrelsy an ambivalent 
relationship between the visualization of blackness and a supposed authentic portrayal of black 
life. On the one hand, blackface minstrelsy was an obvious forgery of representations of black 
life, meant to provide an ironic distance between the white performer and the image of black life 
being ridiculed. On the other hand, blackface minstrels also often labored under a presumption of 
authenticity, drawing on representations of blackness that were ostensibly meant to mirror the 
realities of black existence. As Lott notes, this poses something of a conceptual challenge for 
understanding audiences’ affective investment in blackface minstrelsy: 
Of course, belief in the authenticity of blackface hardly ruled out racial ridicule; the 
oscillation between currency and counterfeit in the minstrel show was related to but often 
discrete from the oscillation between sympathy and ridicule toward its representations. 
Indeed, the wayward valuations attached both to irony toward the fakes and belief in 
them makes the task of gauging audience response a dizzying one (20).  
 
This “oscillation between currency and counterfeit” is analogously at play in the patterns of 
enjoyment involved in the creation and circulation of photoshopped images of Black Lives 
Matter protesters. Just as in blackface minstrelsy, white users sharing these images often know 
that they are fake, but yet the affective purchase of white images of black life secures the status 
of these fakes as containing a certain “truth.” The pleasure white audiences take in viewing black 
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bodies parroting white narratives of racial domination and control secures rhetorically users’ 
affective investment in the image of blackness as ostensibly real.   
 Through the creation and circulation of these images, white users hijack and appropriate 
signifiers of blackness in the service of rhetorical apologetics for black death. The rhetorical 
function of these images is to have blackness confess to its own criminality and consent to its 
own killing as punishment for this transgression. Photoshopping forges the visual evidence of 
black consent to an antiblack social order, putting white words in black mouths, or, more 
precisely, on the signs of black protesters.  However, the enjoyment produced by these forgeries 
lies not in the indexical accuracy of representation but in the affective enjoyment of feigned 
consent to non-consensual relations of violence. The “truth” represented by these images is force 
of white control over the black body, and a social order which authorizes that force as natural, 
inevitable, and righteous.  
Conclusion 
  
 When confronted with the challenge posed by digital image manipulation and the 
unpredictable networked media ecologies of social and digital media, visual rhetorical scholars 
have called for a fundamental re-evaluation of rhetorical methodologies for the study of images. 
As the photochemical process of analog photography becomes further obscured in the ether of 
the digital, and as images become radically destabilized as they circulate in a multiplicity of 
unbounded, constantly changing contexts, rhetorical scholars have been called upon to move 
beyond the lexicon of meaning and toward the study of affective intensities and viral spread 
(Gries, Jenkins, Sci and Dare). An emphasis on studying images as texts, observing what is 
contained in an image and interpreting the audience’s particular investment in that content, is 
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increasingly viewed as methodologically anachronistic and incapable of attending to the 
destabilizing force of affect as it emerges within viral economies of digital discourse.  
 However, what this chapter has demonstrated is that rhetorical scholars should not 
abandon analysis of the content of images or a study of the particular tropes that are mobilized 
within images. The important contribution of the psychoanalytic turn in rhetoric is to 
demonstrate the degree to which affect is regulated by economies of trope. Lundberg’s dual 
emphasis on rhetoric as both the subject’s investment in economies of trope and the concrete 
practices of address through which these tropes circulate helps bridge this gap between studying 
how images conduct flows of affective intensity in distributed media ecologies and analyzing 
how particular tropes organize the habitual investments which constitute the durable social forms 
that structure social life (Lacan in Public).  Yes, users do enjoy acts of hypersophistic free play 
with images, radically shifting them into new contexts, and this enjoyment does spur the viral 
transfer of these images across new media ecologies. But, these online spaces of rhetorical 
invention are also a spaces of white supremacist subject formation inflected by the historical 
desires by white populations for signifiers of blackness. What is played with in the creation and 
transfer of photoshopped images is not simply a contentless, asignifying affective intensity, but 
rather particular symbolic attachments between signifiers of blackness and criminality, and the 
affective kernel of “truth” which subjects enjoy as they rehearse these symbolic linkages.  
 As argued in the introduction, one of the benefits of a rhetorical account of racial 
structuration is a way of understanding both race as a durable social form and the contingency 
that subjects have to remake the world anew in the face of these racialized constraints on 
appearance in public life. While it is true that engrained symbolic economies of white supremacy 
and antiblackness function as transcontextual constraints on the appearance of new relations and 
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practices of subjectivity, there are still spaces of resistance where invention and imagination can 
be used to speak back and counter-visualize against the durable social forms of white supremacy 
and antiblackness. And the same digital technologies which can be used to appropriate signifiers 
of blackness can also be used to challenge narratives of police impunity and innocence.  
 I end this chapter with a gesture towards one such challenge to the logics of antiblack 
policing which involved the digital image manipulation of text on a sign. In August of 2016, an 
image [Figure 15] began circulating on the internet showing a picture of a white male police 
officer holding a young girl in his arms, and together the officer and the young girl are holding 
up a sign (Evon). The sign reads: “MY DADDY’S LIFE MATTERS” in large letters that appear 
handwritten by a child. Then, below these words, over a field of white with two small blue 
finger-painted handprints, are more words, in a darker shade of text, that also appear handwritten 
by a child: “More than a black person’s life / Blacks make my daddy / Scared and nervous / So 
it’s ok for him to / Shoot them to death / Just in case they are dangerous.”  The image is a fairly 
obvious digital manipulation, something Dan Evon from Snopes notes due to the inclusion of a 
crying emoji after the word “nervous.”  
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[FIGURE 15 “My Daddy” Original 
(Evon)] 
 
[FIGURE 16 “My Daddy” Photoshopped 
(Evon)] 
 
 
 In the original image [Figure 14], shared on the Facebook page “Kansas Going Blue,” the 
sign the little girl is holding up says simply “My Daddy’s Life Matters,” with two blue 
handprints. The image is one of the myriad appropriations of the “Black Lives Matter” name, 
such as All Lives Matter and White Lives Matter. It is part of the visual rhetorical armature of 
the Blue Lives Matter movement, drawing on the rhetorical surfeit of humanity discussed at 
length in Chapter 2. The young girl stares directly into the camera, as “Daddy” nuzzles his head 
against hers, holding her in a familial embrace. The image’s rhetorical labor works through a 
sentimentality which works to dramatize the threat Black Lives Matter poses to white 
heteronormative family structures and icons of white victimization. On display in the image are 
the two white bodies whose kinship is threatened by those black bodies enthymematically 
assumed off-screen who supposedly threaten them, a fact made clear by the oblique reference to 
Black Lives Matter in the text on the sign. 
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 The photoshopped image uses the additional text to give voice to the unspoken 
assumption at stake in the image’s enthymematic rebuke of Black Lives Matter. The sentimental 
valorization of the police officer’s life functions in the original image at the expense of black 
victims of police violence, something the photoshopped sign refuses to let viewers forget. The 
sardonic use of the child’s writing inverts the sentimentality of the original image. Here, it draws 
attention to the way that white innocence functions to excuse antiblack police practices, the way 
that rhetorics about precarious white bodies like the at-risk bodies of police officers and their 
families get mobilized to justify police violence against black persons. The photoshop names 
both how blackness animates the anxieties and fears of whiteness, the way “daddy” is made 
“scared and nervous” by black life, and how white innocence is mobilized as apologia for these 
anxieties, how the innocent look on the child’s face betrays a more nefarious rhetorical effect at 
work in the image’s emotional labor. The rough, inconsistent photoshopping, the use of an emoji, 
the dripping irony and caustic nature of the message all indicate a fake whose value was never in 
its supposed accuracy, but rather in its parodic inversion of Blue Lives Matter’s sentimental 
visual rhetorics of white innocence. For the creator and sharers of this image, the image’s 
rhetorical “truth” value also transcends its status as a digital manipulation. By challenging the 
Manichean negation of the mattering of black lives, this image makes an argument for the “truth” 
that so many black mothers and fathers have to teach to their children, that black lives are 
constantly placed in unique danger, because for many, the lives of police are valued more than 
the lives of the black victims of police violence.  
 My argument is not that one of these groups holds a monopoly on the “truth,” nor that it 
is the job of a rhetorical critics to discerning which distortion offers a more truthful vision of the 
world than the other. What an analysis of these photoshopped images demonstrate is that for both 
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of the distinct publics of these images, “truth” is an effect of affect, and that these investments of 
affect are rooted in durable symbolic forms which rhetoricians can track and monitor as they 
extend and mutate in different contexts. What rhetorical criticism can help elucidate is how 
distinct publics are formed through repetitive investments in pleasurable attachments to 
reservoirs of affective intensity which constitute their respective visions of truth and falsity. By 
bringing to bear questions about changing technological processes of media, for example, by 
attending to the role of photoshop in the constitution of ambivalent arguments about the truth, 
rhetorical scholars can provide better empirical accounts of how distinct publics emerge in 
concrete historical conditions of mediation. Far more important than clarifying the technical or 
epistemological status of a given image as a distortion is the political and ethical task of 
clarifying how particular racialized publics come to invest in contradictory visions of the truth in 
light of these images. 
 It is true, as Pfister and Woods argue, that contemporary conditions of digital image 
manipulation have produced “a visual culture that cultivates subjects with hypersophistic 
attitudes who play with, produce, and critically interrogate the constructedness of images” (237). 
This chapter has demonstrated how the space for invention and play within this hypersophistic 
culture is still bound by “trans-contextual regulatory functions for rhetorical practices” 
(Lundberg, Revisiting the Future of Meaning, 176). In particular, the affective purchase of the 
durable social forms of race regulate the symbolic codes by which users play with images using 
photoshop. Critical attention to “forms (signifying, semiotic, or even grammatical), affective 
dispensations, material circuits and conditions of address” can help elucidate rhetorical 
interactions between changes in technological media and affective conditions of symbolic life 
(Lundberg, Revisiting the Future of Meaning, 177). Whereas new materialist rhetorical scholars 
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have called for a move beyond meaning and content and towards the asignifying force of affect 
and pleasure in new media ecologies, this chapter has shown that the transmission of affect and 
pleasure which allows for the formation of distinct publics relies on the content of messages and 
the way particular tropes emerge within those new media ecologies.  
 Understanding how mimicry, duplication, and visual manipulation function within the 
history of American racial ventriloquism such as blackface minstrelsy helps clarify the affective 
conduits of digital photo manipulation as it emerges in public arguments about race and police 
violence. White audiences and rhetors have long produced and circulated images of black bodies 
parroting white justifications for racism and voicing consent to an unjust social order built on 
white supremacy and antiblack violence. The photoshopped Black Lives Matter images 
contained in this chapter represent one more technique for white audiences to police the moment 
of the post-racial. White rhetors used the digital tools of hypersophistic online culture to 
appropriate images of black bodies in the service of rhetorics of antiblackness. However, the 
ambivalent nature of the relationship between the image and truth also provides an opening for 
rhetors to challenge the policing of the post-racial, using digital image manipulation technology 
to speak back against police justifications for violence, and contest the rhetorical devaluation of 
black lives at the expense of blue lives.  
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CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION 
 
Answering Key Questions 
 
 This project began with a series of questions: How do we explain the recalcitrance of 
racialized police violence in light of its increasing visibility across a variety of media? What role 
did visual, digital, social, and surveillant media play in the negotiations over race and policing 
during the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement and the backlashes against it? What 
economies of trope and concrete modes of address were at play in the constitution of white 
reactionary publics in the era of the post-racial? Over the course of the previous five chapters, I 
discovered a number of answers to these questions that are worth exploring at length. 
 Racialized police violence persists not in spite of its visibility, but rather because of it. 
For scholars of visual cultures of white supremacy and antiblackness, this should not come as 
much of a surprise. White publics have long cohered through their collective enjoyment of visual 
scenes of state and para-state violence enacted against nonwhite bodies (Rodríguez, Marriott). 
What my account adds to this knowledge is a better understanding of how this enjoyment adapts 
to the paradoxes of the post-racial, how, in particular, white supremacy mutates to fit the 
constraints of an era marked not by color-blindness, but by increasing demands for diversity and 
visual representation of racial minorities. Reactionary, pro-police publics have mobilized images 
of a diverse, multiracial police force under constant attack by visual signifiers of monoracial 
(black) tyranny and criminality: the Obama administration, Black Lives Matter activists, and the 
liberal media elite who support them. In response to the fragmented counter-visualities which 
have sought to make visible racialized police violence, police and their publics engage in the 
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habitual circulation of visual media which posits these forms of activist counter-visuality as a 
threat to the truth of white supremacy’s ordering of the world. Habitual and repetitive investment 
in tropes of victimization enculturates reactionary white publics to see Black Lives Matter and 
their allies (Obama, Jesse Jackson, the media, etc…) as new racial antagonists, reinstituting the 
racial divides which American society was supposed to have moved beyond.  
 Visual, digital, and surveillant media played a crucial role in the organization of white 
reactionary publics in the era of the post-racial. This project builds upon current work in media 
studies tracking how “race is formed online using visual images as part of the currency of 
communication” (Nakamura, 10). It is no secret that the far-right mobilized memes, YouTube 
videos, and viral visual content to great success in organizing the reactionary publics which 
helped secure Donald Trump an electoral victory in 2016. What my account adds is an 
understanding of how police in particular became visual signifiers of white sovereignty in 
decline, and how pro-police publics used digital, visual, and surveillant media to help reproduce 
an economy of trope suited to the politics of white grievance and victimization. In response to 
the threat that ubiquitous surveillance technology and social media posed to the symbolic 
authority of police officers, police and their publics have seized upon the tools of visual, digital, 
and social media to help a variety of publics visualize the humanity of police at the expense of 
both the victims of police violence and those who would challenge the sovereign discretion of 
police to kill at will. 
 This project maps the emergence of a complex symbolic economy of victimization and 
retributive violence which I have called the policing of the post-racial. In particular, I focused on 
the way that the Obama administration and Black Lives Matter emerged as two key organizing 
nodal points of affective attachments for publics across the political spectrum. Visual discourses 
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about Obama’s blackness organized affective adjustments to institutions of state and para-state 
violence for both conservative and liberal publics alike. Obama’s position as the first black 
person in control of America’s institutional apparatuses of federal policing and military violence 
had paradoxical results. On the one hand, it constrained the capacity for critics on the left to issue 
critiques against the federal government’s expansion of military policing, and absorbed affective 
attachments to signifiers of racial progress and diversification into the projects of American 
policing both at home and abroad. On the other hand, for conservative publics, Obama’s 
assumption of the reigns of federal power became an icon for the loss of white sovereignty and 
the rise of black authoritarian suppression of white individual rights. Conjoining with popular 
fears about terrorism and immigration, Obama, along with the highly visible Black Lives Matter 
movement which erupted deep into Obama’s second term, provided rhetorical fuel for the fire of 
white nationalist backlash and racial retrenchment. A dense network of metonymic connections 
between these varied visual signifiers of racial threat permitted a flexible yet durable economy of 
affective investment to emerge around various metaphors of white loss and the decline of 
heteronormative multiracial kinship structures. In particular, my work adds a better 
understanding of how multiracialism and white supremacy operate hand-in-hand in the era of the 
post-racial through discourses of policing which are directed against the monoracial threats of 
blackness and brownness.  
Review of Case Studies 
 
 Chapter two tracks the emergence of the Blue Lives Matter movement in 2014, paying 
particular attention to the way that Blue Lives Matter appropriates both the discursive strategies 
of Black Lives Matter and images of black bodies. Blue Lives Matter and its myriad publics 
appropriate images of the bodies of black police officers and black victims of police violence in 
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the service of a visual rhetoric of Manicheanism and victimization. This chapter beings the work 
of mapping the tropological economy of the policing of the post-racial. Specifically, I explore 
how the “war on cops” metaphor condenses a variety of metonymic linkages to various 
perceived racial threats against white society, while simultaneously enlisting images of black 
bodies in the service of a post-racial rhetoric of racial oppression against “Blue Lives.”  
 A trope that I call the rhetorical surfeit of humanity is used to depict “Blue Lives” as 
simultaneously mortal and heroic, human and extra-human. One of the key features of the 
rhetorical surfeit of humanity is the rhetorical labor of establishing an affective connection 
between viewers and the family members of police officers. These images demonstrate the 
degree to which the tropological economy of Blue Lives Matter functions as a means for 
distributing and arranging the scales of the valuation of life for various publics. Whose families 
and kinship structures are rendered legitimate, and whose illegitimate? Which families’ pain are 
worthy of recognition, and which are worthy of scorn and disdain? Who gets to be a member of 
the national family, and who is deemed a threat to the existence of that family? Blue Lives 
Matter answers all of these questions through a rhetorical surfeit of humanity which values the 
lives of police and their families in a zero-sum relationship with the families of the victims of 
racist police violence. Studying Blue Lives Matter is thus key to understanding the maintenance 
of the raced and gendered kinship structures of white supremacist heteropatriarchy.  
 The surfeit of humanity trope also positions the corporeal human bodies of police officers 
as existing in constant threat from the racialized others embodied by Black Lives Matter 
protesters, bad black criminals, their families, liberal politicians, and the media. These shifting 
metonymic connections allow the publics of Blue Lives Matter to repetitively update their 
rhetorical investments in the durable symbolic economy of white grievance, adopting rhetorical 
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habits of victimization to the demands of given contingent exigencies. A dense network of 
symbolic connections, condensing around the metaphor of the “war on cops” provides a site of 
affective investment for publics who view police as icons of white kinship and sovereignty. 
While police are depicted as the central victims of the war on cops, the vast network of 
metonymic connections involved in the production of that metaphor allows the production and 
circulation of those images to function as a site for reactionary white publics writ large to see 
themselves as under attack. Visually, the “war on cops” is rendered coterminous with a war on 
white society itself.  We already know that reactionary conservative publics, the alt-right, and the 
Donald Trump campaign effectively all mobilized affects of white victimization to great success 
in the 2016 election. What my account adds is a better understanding of the role that visual 
rhetorics by and about police played in crafting those narratives of white victimization, how 
police in particular became icons of white grievance.  
 This chapter extends current rhetorical scholarship on Manichean rhetoric to the realm of 
domestic policing. It specifically thinks about the way that Manichean structures of racial 
othering are adapted to the rhetorical limitations of the post-racial. It seeks to answer the 
question of how the Manichean divide between whiteness and blackness functions under 
discursive constraints wherein the explicit hatred of black populations is deemed beyond the 
bounds of even the most pernicious white supremacist discourses. I argue that the appropriation 
of the rhetorical strategies of Black Lives Matter and the bodies of black police officers works to 
extend the Manichean divide between law and criminality, while disavowing the way in which 
legality functions to uphold white supremacy and antiblackness.  
 The idea that law is used to extend race without talking about race is far from novel; that 
is a staple of color-blind discourse that has been thoroughly studied by scholars from a variety of 
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disciplines.  What is unique about these conservative discourses within the era of the post-racial 
is how they actively mobilize images black bodies in the service of that discourse of illegality, 
using those images to paint police as victims of a novel form of specifically racial oppression 
against “Blue Lives”. Here, the appropriation of the critique of visual dehumanization is 
paramount. The far right’s active appropriation of Black Lives Matter’s strategies for talking 
about race demonstrates how critiques of race as an epidermal schema of instant judgment and 
policing are turned on their head in the contemporary moment of the post-racial. Far from being 
a race-neutral or color-blind form of talk, the rhetorics of policing are now actively parroting the 
rhetorics of Black Lives Matter and critical race theories about race as a regime of visuality. This 
act of appropriation both disavows the structural linkages between police and white supremacy 
and works to paint critics of policing’s racial investment as analogously racist. The “Blue 
Racism” viral video is indicative of the visual regimes of appropriation inherent to the post-
racial. Specifically, “Blue Racism” appropriates images of black women police officers in the 
service of broader narratives of police victimization, borrowing through metonymic connection 
the visual affect of these black female bodies as intense signifiers of oppressed populations. 
Within Blue Lives Matter’s rhetorics, images of good black bodies, like police officers, exist in a 
zero-sum relationship with bad blacks, demonstrating the rhetorical hydraulics of the thug vs 
hero dichotomy.  A figure such as Sherriff David Clarke is so potent as a site of affective 
investment for these reactionary white supremacist publics, not simply because he is a black 
police officer, but because he is one who openly glorifies the punishing of bad black bodies, 
allowing whites to engage in habitual enjoyment of antiblackness and white supremacy while 
also enjoying the affective investment in images of racial diversification they ostensibly disdain.  
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 Moving back two years chronologically, chapter three situated the 2012 David Ayer film 
End of Watch as a sort of ur-text of the Blue Lives Matter movement. My analytic shuffling from 
the Blue Lives Matter movement backwards to one of its predecessors was an attempt to 
demonstrate one of the valuable contributions of theories of rhetoric as symbolic economy. 
When I call End of Watch an ur-text of the Blue Lives Matter movement, I’m referring to the 
way that its tropes are reflected within the symbolic economy that Blue Lives Matter uses to 
make sense of race and policing, and the way that End of Watch functions as a rhetorical 
backdrop and a reservoir of rhetorical invention for police and their publics. End of Watch 
visualized for its audiences policing’s surfeit of humanity, depicting the mortal bodies of a 
multiracial police duo as under threat of extreme corporeal violence from monoracial others and 
their regimes of counter-visuality. The movement from chapter one to chapter two shows how 
the “End of Watch” trope has been weaponized as part of the “war on cops” metaphor, 
mobilizing the bodies of dead police officers in the service of a Manichean narrative of 
victimization and retributive violence. 
 Chapter three also shows how police and their publics deploy surveillance technology to 
respond to the police crisis of visibility and the decline of policing’s symbolic authority in an era 
of infoglut. End of Watch not only takes inspiration from dispersed and ubiquitous surveillance 
footage and police surveillance technology like body cams, it actively deploys this surveillant 
narration as a means of reproducing the films space of diegetic action. The close coordination 
between the film’s production crew and police consultants demonstrates how popular media 
works to reproduce narratives from the perspective of police, and how cinema in particular 
encourages “seeing through the lens of police power” (Wilson, 7). End of Watch, a film that is 
actively conceived of by its director as a corrective to “corrupt cop” narratives and an attempt to 
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help audiences see from the perspective of police, affectively primes audiences for the work of 
interpreting surveillance images depicting police bodies in danger. As chapter two demonstrated, 
the visual rhetoric of Blue Lives Matter is primarily a means for economically the sensorial 
valuation of lives, constituting its publics through visual practices which demand audiences see 
the humanity of police officers at the expense of the humanity of those they kill. End of Watch 
shows how body-mounted police surveillance technology works to naturalize police violence by 
priming audiences to see police bodies as mortal, heroic, and connected to a web of 
heteronormative multiracial kinship relations, while seeing the bodies of those that threaten them 
as demonic, evil, threatening, racialized, queer, monstrous others.  
 Visual surveillance in End of Watch sutures together diegetic scenes of private intimacy 
and public terror. The private intimacy between the officers and their families functions for 
audiences of the film as a means of naturalizing heterosexual and homosocial multiracial kinship 
structures. The public terror those police officers face which disrupts the scenes of private 
intimacy shows the way that police cinema labors to rhetorically produce queer, racialized bodies 
as a threat to the space of multiracial sociality, a threat which demands violent intervention of 
police.  My account specifically shows how police and their publics rely on tropological 
investment in heteronormative kinship structures to justify extreme racial violence in the name of 
protecting both actual police officers and their families, and the national family which police 
officers come to represent.  
 Chapter four delves into the way that President Barack Obama embodies the paradoxes of 
the post-racial. The wicked entanglements of racial animosity and desire that vex the era of post-
racialism and its attendant practices of policing are caught up in the visual rhetorics surrounding 
America’s first black president. Images of Obama serve as a lightning rod of affective 
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investment for the cross currents of racial enjoyment which have fueled the both the social 
antagonisms over racial police violence and the affective adjustments subjects have made in the 
wake of those antagonisms. Both conservative and liberal publics have invested in images of 
Obama as a means of negotiating their relationship to institutions of state violence. Analyzing 
how the visuality of blackness fuels those cross-cultural attachments to practices of state and 
para-state policing is key to understanding the way that policing is racialized in the contemporary 
era.  
 On the one hand, Obama constitutes a site of liberal adjustment to the politics of policing. 
The progressive affects of hope and change mobilized by Obama during the election along with 
Obama’s visible status as an icon of racial progress worked in many ways to blunt or neutralize 
criticism of Obama’s role in expanding and making more durable the institutions of the war on 
terror. Not only did progressive attachments to the image of Obama foreclose space for 
criticizing America’s acts of global policing, Obama was widely celebrated for accomplishing 
something his predecessor was ultimately unable to do, tracking down and killing America’s 
Public Enemy #1 – Osama Bin Laden. Here, the visual signifier of Obama’s blackness along 
with the spectacular symbolic economy of hip hop culture produced a space of imagination 
amongst liberal publics for rethinking the violence of the war on terror as a form of hip hop 
swagger. Obama’s symbolic linkage to the “mark of criminality” constitutes a site for 
progressive audiences to playfully celebrate the police violence of the war on terror through the 
already well-worn routes of blackness’ affective fungibility granted to white audiences through 
the consumption of gangster rap (McCann). Iconic images of Obama as the paragon of black 
cool provided a reservoir of attachments for publics to celebrate the political victory of Bin 
Laden’s death. Obama’s black body becomes a visual site for progressive publics to obliquely 
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celebrate the destruction of Bin Laden’s brown body. What gets obscured through this 
interchange between visible bodies are the ways in which violence against brown and black 
bodies across the globe is made invisible, as the Obama administration expanded America’s 
reign of police terror across the Middle East and Africa, all while profiting politically from the 
victory embodied by Bin Laden’s death.  
 On the other hand, for conservative publics, Obama’s blackness was rhetorically 
mobilized as an icon of black tyranny and the decline of white sovereignty. Memes about 
Obama’s blackness circulated amongst these publics as a site for rehearsing well-worn 
investments in tropes of black animality, criminality, and dereliction. Just as in the pro-Obama 
memes, Obama’s blackness linked him with the “mark of criminality.” While the pleasure these 
white audiences took in marking Obama with signs of criminality worked in the register of 
phobia rather than philia, images of Obama were a site of visual enjoyment nonetheless. The role 
that images of Obama played in organizing the symbolic economies of white reactionary publics 
demonstrates the symbiotic relationship between rhetorics of policing and rhetorics of white 
victimization writ large. Within police discourses, situating Obama as a criminal element whose 
milquetoast vocalization of support for Black Lives Matter endangered police officers both 
worked to draw in pro-police publics into broader rhetorics of white victimization, while also 
allowing white publics writ large to see the supposed violence against American police as an act 
of violence against the sovereignty of whiteness itself.  
 Theoretically, the idea of a libidinal economy of negrophobia and negrophilia as outlined 
in the afro-pessimist turn within black studies offers a productive way forward for rhetoricians 
attempting to understand the relationship between affect and ambivalence. Both new materialism 
and psychoanalytic theories of race see affect as distinct from fully-formed and articulated 
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emotion. However new materialism sees affect as a disruptive asignifying conduit of free-
flowing intensity. The psychoanalytic theory of race offered here views affect as ambivalent, a 
subterranean conduit of intensity which, despite not belonging to the register of fully-formed and 
nameable emotion, is nevertheless structured by the signifying forces of racial tropology. 
Theories of libidinal economy offer rhetoricians a more nuanced way of understanding how 
affective attachments of race sustain the racial antagonisms and inequalities of the post-racial.  
 Many of the emerging technological affordances which helped facilitate the emergence of 
Black Lives Matter, such as social media’s capacity for the rapid organization of publics, and 
ubiquitous digital photography’s capacity to democratize practices of visuality and visibility, also 
enabled new strategies of appropriation and racial backlash. In chapter five, I examined one such 
appropriative strategy by looking at two widely circulated photoshopped Black Lives Matter 
protest signs. Throughout this project, I have situated contemporary digital image technologies 
within the historical context of engrained symbolic economies of race arising out of the long 
history of colonization and enslavement. This chapter placed digital image manipulation within 
the long history of white ventriloquism of blackness, in particular the legacy of blackface 
minstrelsy. By producing, circulating, and adding online comments about manipulated photos of 
white words projected onto images of black bodies in protest, white publics engaged in the 
repetitive enjoyment of forged black consent to the social order of white supremacy. Just as 
white consumers and producers of blackface minstrelsy enjoyed an ambivalent relationship to 
supposedly authentic yet obviously forged signifiers of blackness, the publics which form around 
the circulation of photoshopped Black Lives Matter signs also enjoy an ambivalent relationship 
to the supposedly “truthful” representations of blackness contained therein.  
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 Chapter five’s unique contribution to rhetorical and media studies is an extension of our 
understanding of the affective purchase of “truth” at the heart of visuality. Building upon 
Damien Pfister and Carly S. Woods work on the “unnaturalistic enthymeme,” this chapter 
demonstrated how the rhetorical dynamics of “truth” are an effect of affect, which is itself a 
byproduct of the visual regime of race. In particular, the affective weight of blackness and its 
historically acculturated symbolic linkages with a variety of tropes about the status of black life 
works to secure the connection between the visible and the real. Even as processes of digital 
image creation become further and further abstracted from the photochemical fixation process 
which once was mobilized by audiences toward the naturalism of documentary photography, the 
affective resonance of blackness as articulated within the common sense of white supremacy 
functions to secure the image’s status as referential to a given claim on reality. Repeated 
assertions in the online commentary regarding the forged images being more truthful than the 
original demonstrate that an image’s “truth value” is necessarily born out of the enjoyment that a 
user takes regarding an image and their sets of practices and relations with that image.  
 Methodologically, this chapter constitutes a challenge to the dominant trends within 
rhetoric regarding the study of photoshopped images. The rush to analyze the way that images 
within new media ecologies are sites of affective exchange has pushed critics to too quickly 
move beyond questions of content and meaning. Here, an analysis of the way that particular 
rhetorical tropes, such as the black-on-black crime trope, interface with images of black bodies in 
protest, demonstrates the continued value of content analysis and textual reading when engaging 
with photoshopped images. Rhetorical scholars are correct to identify new media ecologies as 
sites of hypersophistic affective exchange where users take enjoyment in the manipulation of 
images across ever-shifting contexts, but wrong in to imagine that enjoyment takes place 
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regardless of the content of a given image. Enjoyment is structured by symbolic economies of 
trope and organized by the particular arrangement of signifiers for discrete publics. That means 
that analyzing those images correctly requires understanding both the particular tropes which 
emerge within images and the modes of relationality and concrete practices of address at work 
within these complex new media ecologies.   
Racial Rhetoric - Between Structure and Agency  
 
 Throughout this project, I have forwarded the argument that rhetoric risks moving too 
quickly beyond the influences of structuralism, ignoring engrained symbolic economies and 
codes of meaning in favor of a radical contextualism which imagines affect as asignifying, free-
floating intensity. I have looked at the way that symbolic economies, particularly those of race, 
gender, and sexuality, have functioned as durable social forms and transcontextual constraints 
which limit the space for imaginative discourse that can push us beyond these engrained 
economies of meaning.  
 However, by working out of the psychoanalytic turn within rhetorical studies, I remain 
committed to the contingency of the social, looking at how the “contingent nature and empirical 
life of the signifier are the genesis of the ‘structuring’ function, as opposed to an epiphenomenon 
of structure” (Lundberg, Lacan in Public, 91).  As such, I have also demonstrated the contingent 
spaces in which acts of visible resistance and counter-visuality attempt to break through the 
engrained codes of race and gender, to help craft new modes of relationality which might 
challenge the Manichean rhetorical structures of militarization and white supremacy. In chapter 
five, I looked at the way that photoshopping can function to disturb the rhetorical surfeit of 
humanity which values police officers’ lives at the expense of their victims. By appropriating and 
parodying the sentimental image of a white police officer’s child to point out how that child was 
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used as a form of visual apologia for black death, that image functioned as a rebuke of the way 
the surfeit of humanity is mobilized to naturalize violence against black bodies. In chapter two, I 
looked at how the Blue Lives Matter movement’s privileging of particular black women’s bodies 
functions as an erasure of other black women, not just victims of police violence like Deborah 
Danner, but also black women police officers like Nakia Jones and Yulanda Williams. These 
voices and bodies which speak out of the interstices of Black and Blue call into question the 
zero-sum logics which hold that anyone who values the mattering of black lives necessarily is an 
enemy of police.  
 I recognize that this gesture of redemption very much constitutes a flinch in the face of 
Afro-Pessimism’s call for an unflinching paradigmatic analysis of the gratuitous violence of 
antiblackness and white supremacy (Wilderson). I might as well fess up to it: this project is a 
rhetorical one, not an Afro-pessimist one. It is here that I must part ways with Afro-pessimism’s 
auto-generative structuralism which reads all relations between blackness and whiteness as 
evidence of a deep, unchangeable grammar. Still, while I ultimately end in a position that is far 
from the Afro-pessimist one, I am nevertheless indebted to and transformed in the wake of its 
critique. Specifically, while I believe in the necessity of examining those instances of possibility 
where contingency breaks through structuration, I recognize that the possibility of racial redress 
is never a guarantee, and is often mistaken for, its probability. Despite those instances where 
voices of resistance and practices of counter-visuality emerge in public life, those voices are just 
as often ignored, washed over in a sea of white backlash and reprisal, or, worse, appropriated 
into visions of a post-racial democratic progress that remains a structuring fantasy of disavowal. 
What this project aims to correct is precisely that disavowal, the lack of awareness, especially on 
the part of white audiences and critics, of the ways in which these forms of appropriation 
  224 
function in the service of a sanguine vision of racial redress that remains steadily on the horizon. 
Recognizing contingency while insisting on the persistence of constraint, this project remains 
thoroughly ambivalent about the prospects of racial redress in the era of the post-racial.  
 Nagging questions remain. Do we really need more white male critics writing about 
blackness? Why focus on black people at all? Is not the very act of a white critic writing about 
antiblack policing practices an example of the kinds of appropriation that this project criticizes? 
The terrain of subjective capacity, language, and critique itself is necessarily born of a discursive 
space secured by white supremacy, one which gains its capacity through the theft of indigenous 
land and black labor. The very act of speaking, writing, and even existing in the United States 
necessarily involves forms of racial appropriation on the part of all subjects. However, because 
this is true, critics, especially white critics, are left with two choices: First, we could attempt to 
avoid any act of interracial desire and multiracial appropriation. What exactly this would look 
like remains unclear, but if the demand is that white critics should be silent on race, that would 
mean erasing race entirely from the purview of our scholarship. This choice seems vastly 
untenable, and not much different from the long history of communication studies’ elision of 
race from its intellectual trajectory. This command for white scholars to not talk about race lest 
they engage in appropriation would risk reproducing in our discipline the fantasy of human 
symbolic life untethered from the constraints of racial formation, and as such, would maintain 
rhetoric’s status as a discipline steeped in unreflective white supremacy and antiblackness. The 
second choice, which is the path I choose to venture down, is to recognize the inherent necessity 
of appropriation and interracial desire within anti-racist work, while constantly seeking to 
interrogate how that appropriation informs and distorts our anti-racist practice. This is the path 
that Eric King Watts has outlined as the “critical and cultural scholar’s task in antiracist work; to 
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clarify and demonstrate how to speak of the terms of such returns; that they are not only signs of 
coming problems and emergencies (as they assuredly may be) but are the rhythms of a more 
humanistic genre capable of tearing away at racism, one that communication can stipulate and 
cultivate” (13). To see that there are voices which exist at the margins of Manichean discourse is 
not to imagine that those voices are dominant, but rather to encourage ways of seeing and 
practices of listening that would combat, rather than contribute to their erasure.  
 This project recognizes and guards against the inherent tendencies for academic research 
methodologies to reproduce forms of racial fungibility and commodification. As such, while 
police violence against brown and black bodies is the animating ethical concern driving my 
research, my primary object of study is white publics. The obligation of sifting through the 
detritus of white supremacist visual cultures should not fall primarily on the backs of nonwhite 
critics. As Christina Sharpe has forcefully demonstrated, all post-slavery subjects are constituted 
through slavery’s regimes of monstrous intimacy, and the elision of “black people and black 
labor” is equally as problematic as the practice of white critics who “absent themselves” from 
scenes of slavery and its aftermath (170, 171). Imagining either that white supremacy exists in a 
vacuum outside of its entanglements of desire and destruction with black and brown subjects, or 
that antiblackness exists in a vacuum outside of the context of white enjoyment of black bodies, 
are equally problematic forms of erasure which must be met with a critical gaze that dares to 
look white supremacy and antiblackness head-on. We must, as George Yancy compels, be able 
to say “Look, a white!”, to name white supremacy for what it is, and recognize how whiteness 
continues to impose systems of meaning on racialized subjects of all sorts. White people in 
general, and white rhetorical critics in particular, must take responsibility for examining the ways 
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in which white supremacy seizes upon the bodies and representations of people of color to 
maintain the affective investments which bind together white publics.  
Limitations and Conclusion 
 
 There are admittedly certain limitations to this project, and certain questions that I have 
yet been able to answer. For one, when I am speaking of these “white reactionary publics,” I 
often presume the race of those who are engaging with these images. It is very possible that the 
images which I am speaking of are used by people who do not identify as white. Serious 
questions remain about how non-white subjects might be interacting with the images contained 
in this archive. However, in the face of rampant white supremacy and a resurgent white 
nationalist movement which now stares us in the face, it would be naive to imagine that because 
not all those interacting with these images are white, that these images do not perform significant 
rhetorical labor for white publics.  
 Additionally, serious questions remain about the extent to which these images circulate, 
and the particular networks that they circulate in. My emphasis on the reading of economies of 
trope, while keeping an eye towards the concrete modes of address in which tropes circulate, 
does privilege the critical interpretation of images over the quantitative or qualitative tracking of 
how images flow within distributed networks. However, I see this not as a damning limitation, 
but rather as an invitation for future inter and intradisciplinary work. There are scholars from a 
wide variety of fields employing a wide variety of research methods doing work on how online 
publics form and communicate. I see my work as an invitation for future conversation with these 
scholars, rather than an attempt to close the book on how these publics have emerged. Another 
interrelated question involves the influence of actors outside of the United States on the racial 
antagonisms within the United States. Specifically, it has now become increasingly obvious that 
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the Russian government attempted to influence the 2016 election, in part by stoking the social 
divides between groups such as Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter. Thus, there is a 
chance that when I discuss “police and their publics,” I inadvertently be referring to Russian 
media influencers, rather than actual police officers or conservative groups in the U.S. Once 
again, I do not find this limitation to be particularly damning for my research. Russian social 
media trolls did not invent these antagonisms out of thin air. Instead, by tapping into Blue and 
Black Lives Matter’s networks of affective investment, Russian actors drew on pre-existing 
symbolic economies, the likes of which this project helps illuminate.  
 This project has provided an empirical account of the ways that racial backlash emerged 
in response to the cultural moment of the post-racial. By studying the complex tropological 
economy of the policing of the post-racial and the concrete modes of address through which it 
emerged, this project sheds light on how white supremacy and antiblackness have persisted and 
mutated over the course of the last decade. Periods such as the post-racial are circular and 
repetitive; we have, throughout the course of history, been confronted with a number of moments 
of supposed racial transcendence and pernicious racial backlash. This project adds to our 
understanding of how rhetoric and media allows racism to persist and endure across these 
moments, and as such, enhances our vigilance against racism’s adaptive tendencies when we are 
confronted with these moments again in the future.   
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